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Throughout Australia mandatory reporting of child maltreatment laws 
operate to assist children exposed to certain types of maltreatment. Depending on the 
state or territory, various professional groups are mandated to report to authorities 
should a child disclose maltreatment or if the professional suspects or forms a belief 
that maltreatment is occurring. In the state of Victoria, where this research is 
situated, teachers are one of the professional groups that are mandated to report child 
maltreatment should a teacher form a belief that a child has been, is being or is likely 
to be maltreated. Although teachers are one of the highest reporter groups of child 
maltreatment, some teachers are reluctant to make a report, preferring to gather 
evidence that proves maltreatment is occurring. One way that teachers do this is to 
question the child they suspect is being harmed. This approach can be detrimental to 
the process of justice because certain types of questions a teacher may pose can 
contaminate the evidentiary value of a child’s statement. 
The overarching theme of this thesis was the questioning practices of 
teachers when they attempt to confirm or disconfirm child maltreatment. Three 
separate but related articles are presented. The first article reviews the literature on 
mandatory reporting by teachers to contextualise the issues related to reporting. The 
limited literature regarding teachers’ questioning practices is also reviewed, along 
with literature relating to potential problems and benefits of interviewing children is 
reviewed. 
The second article presents the first empirical study of the thesis, which 
explored the barriers to teachers making a report to authorities and whether teachers 
question a child about their suspicions of maltreatment before they decide a report is 
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warranted. Thirty semi-structured interviews with Victorian primary school teachers 
were thematically analysed and revealed that inadequate and inconsistent mandatory 
reporting training, the need for certainty before initiating a report, and the ambiguous 
concept of neglect formed barriers to teachers identifying and reporting child 
maltreatment. Analyses further revealed that teachers will question a child they 
suspect is being maltreated to confirm or disconfirm their suspicions. 
The third article and second empirical study determined the types and 
frequencies of questions teachers ask when seeking information about potential 
maltreatment. A further aim was to identify the information teachers seek in order to 
form a reasonable belief that maltreatment is or is not occurring. Thirty Victorian 
primary school teachers participated in mock interviews about instances of child 
maltreatment, followed up by interviews about the questions they had posed during 
the mock interviews. Thematic analyses of the data revealed that the types and 
frequencies of questions asked were detrimental and likely to contaminate evidence. 
Questions were motivated by attempts at building rapport, getting to the heart of the 
incident, and concern for the child. Stereotyping, assumptions and biases also 
motivated some of the questions asked. The majority of the teachers were unable to 
determine whether the child was the victim of maltreatment. 
This research contributes to both mandatory reporting literature and child 
interviewing literature. It confirms the issues teachers may encounter when reporting 
child maltreatment. It also shows that the questions teachers ask of a child when 
maltreatment is suspected are likely to contaminate the evidentiary value of the 
related statement. Furthermore, this research provides the first exploration of why 
teachers ask the questions they do when trying to confirm a child is the victim of 




effective mandatory reporting training for teachers in the quest to rescue children 
from maltreatment. This research also has valuable implications for child protection 
legislation and policy, along with directions for future research. 
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CHAPTER 1: STRUCTURE AND AIMS OF THE THESIS 
 
1.1 Structure of the Thesis 
 
This thesis is formatted according to Deakin University’s requirements for 
thesis by publication. Following Chapter 1 is an introductory chapter including 
background and relevant literature. Chapter 2 is followed by three chapters that are 
separate but related journal articles. The first two articles presented in Chapter 3 and 
4 respectively have been published in peer-reviewed journals. The third article 
presented in Chapter 5 is currently under review with the Journal of Education and 
Policy. Chapters 3 and 4 are presented as they appeared in the journals, preceded by 
a brief introductory paragraph. Chapter 5 is presented in its submitted form. Due to 
the format of thesis by publication, some repetition was unavoidable. 
Chapter 2 introduces the reader to the phenomenon of child maltreatment 
including definitions for the various types of maltreatment a child may experience, 
its prevalence and consequences. The chapter reviews Australia’s response to child 
maltreatment and, in particular, mandatory reporting. The chapter finishes with the 
rationale and aims of this thesis. 
Chapter 3 is a review of mandatory reporting and child interviewing literature 
and has been accepted for publication in the Australian Journal of Teacher 
Education (see Falkiner et al., 2017). The review discusses child maltreatment and 
mandatory reporting by teachers. It then considers the issues that may hinder a 
teacher from making a formal report to authorities and explores whether teachers ask 
questions of a child they suspect is being maltreated. Child interviewing literature is 
also reviewed to provide the reader with an understanding of the benefits of best 
practice interviewing and, in contrast, issues that may arise from poor interviewing. 
The review provides the foundation for the two subsequent empirical studies. 
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 Chapter 4 presents the first empirical study and has been accepted for 
publication in Children Australia (see Falkiner, Thomson, Day, 2017). The research 
was conducted in Victoria with 30 primary school teachers and explored teachers’ 
understanding of mandatory reporting legislation and policy, and the actions teachers 
take when they suspect child maltreatment. The analysis identified potential barriers 
to teachers reporting to authorities and whether teachers question a child when 
maltreatment is suspected. The results guided the focus of the second empirical study 
presented in Chapter 5. 
The second empirical study presented in Chapter 5 extends on the first study 
presented in the preceding chapter. The study, which has been submitted for 
publication in the Journal of Education Policy, determined the questioning practices 
of teachers when they seek information about potential maltreatment from a child 
they suspect is being harmed. Interviews with the same 30 teachers from the first 
study were the basis of the analysis of the types and frequencies of questions asked 
and, importantly, the reasons for the questions asked. 
The concluding chapter (Chapter 6) brings together the key findings of this 
body of research, considers implications arising from these findings and discusses 
limitations along with directions for future research. 
1.2 Rationale and Aims of the Thesis 
 
 Teachers are mandated to report perceived instances of child maltreatment, 
yet there remains a reluctance to do so. Although they are the second highest 
reporters of child maltreatment, some teachers are reluctant to make a report to child 
protection services without seeking certainty by asking questions of the child they 
suspect is being maltreated. Questioning suspected victims inappropriately can have 
detrimental consequences. A teacher may contaminate the child’s memory of the 
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incident(s) or may miss important information that either confirms or disconfirms 
that the child is being maltreated, resulting in a false negative or false positive report 
to child protection services and invalidating the evidentiary value of the child’s 
statement The issue of mandatory reporting has received considerable attention in 
Australia over time. Yet little of this research has a) examined mandatory reporting 
by teachers in Victoria; b) investigated the barriers to teachers making a report of 
child maltreatment; c) determined if teachers question children in their effort to elicit 
a disclosure of maltreatment when such treatment is suspected; d) explored how 
teachers approach the task of asking questions of a child when maltreatment is 
suspected; and e) determined what information teachers seek from the questioning 
process. 
Much of the Australian mandatory reporting literature on teachers has been 
based on samples from Queensland and South Australia. Furthermore, it appears that 
the potential barriers to teachers reporting child maltreatment have not been 
investigated within the Australian context. There is scant research into the issue of 
teachers questioning a child when maltreatment is suspected or disclosed. In what 
appears to be the only Australian study that explores how teachers question children, 
Brubacher, Powell, Skouteris and Guadagno (2014) asked Victorian teachers (N = 
47) to complete a mock interview to elicit an account from a child of an incident of 
wrongdoing that the child had purportedly witnessed or experienced (see Falkiner, 
Thomson, Day & Guadagno, 2017 for a review of the study). This dissertation, in 
part, expands on the work of Brubacher, Powell, Skouteris and Guadagno (2014) by 
reviewing teachers’ questioning practices in relation to, arguably the more serious 
issue of, child maltreatment. This thesis makes a unique contribution to child 
protection research because of its focus on the interrelationship between mandatory 
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reporting by teachers and their questioning practices when child maltreatment in 
suspected. This thesis will identify the gaps in mandatory reporting literature and the 
questioning practices of teachers by examining extant literature using a systematic 
approach. Another aim is to improve understanding of the barriers to teachers 
reporting child maltreatment and to determine if teachers are likely to ask questions 
to determine whether a report to child protection services is warranted. An additional 
aim of this thesis is to understand the factors that motivate teachers to ask the 
questions they do and the types of questions asked in pursuit of confirmation that a 
child is or is not the victim of maltreatment. An inherent but critical aim of this this 




CHAPTER 2: INTRODUCTION 
 
Children are the rock on which our future will be built, 
our greatest asset as a nation. 




A nation’s future is its children. Children’s development, be it physical, 
psychological, emotional, intellectual, or moral depends on them being afforded the 
basics of life such as medical care, education, satisfactory nutrition, a happy and safe 
home, love, comfort and care from parents and other caregivers (Deb, 2015). As 
such, child safety and welfare should be of paramount importance. Much has been 
done recently to ensure that the safety and well-being of Australia’s children are 
central to legislation, policy and programs. Despite this, child maltreatment remains 
an issue. 
Reported child maltreatment prevalence rates vary widely between countries. 
These variations may be related to methodological problems such as definition, the 
measurement tools used, administration method and the research population 
(Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2017). Furthermore, many countries do not 
document child maltreatment data. Despite these disclaimers, in 2017 the World 
Health Organisation (WHO) reported global child maltreatment rates at 26% for 
sexual abuse, 18% for physical abuse, 36% for emotional abuse and physical neglect 
at a rate of 16%. Furthermore, 25% of adults worldwide reported that they were 
physically abused as children. In Australia there were 379,459 notifications of child 
maltreatment (42.8 notifications per 1,000 Australian children) in the 2016-17 period 
(Australian Institute of Health & Welfare, 2018). Despite efforts to prevent child 
maltreatment, in Australia the number of notifications, investigations, 
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substantiations, children on orders and children in out-of-home care increased year- 
on-year from 2011 to 2016 (Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2017). In the 
state of Victoria substantiation rates of child maltreatment increased by 16.4% from 
2011 to 2016 (Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2017). 
Child maltreatment can be defined as any non-accidental behaviour by 
parents or caregivers that substantially risks causing physical or emotional harm to a 
child or adolescent (Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2015). Child 
maltreatment typically includes sexual abuse, physical abuse, emotional abuse and 
neglect – both physical and emotional in nature, and exposure to family violence 
(Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2015; World Health Organisation, 2017). For 
the purposes of this dissertation, child maltreatment is limited to sexual abuse, 
physical abuse and neglect as these types of abuse are typically represented in 
mandatory reporting legislation enacted in Victoria, Australia, where the empirical 
studies of this dissertation were conducted. In contrast, some of the other states and 
territories of Australia include significant harm as a result of emotional abuse and/or 
domestic violence in their mandatory reporting laws. 
Australia has several legal definitions of child sexual abuse, however, 
generally it can be defined as: 
The involvement of a child in sexual activity that he or she does not fully 
comprehend, is unable to give informed consent to ... or that violate the laws 
or social taboos of society. Child sexual abuse is evidenced by this activity 
between a child and an adult or another child who by age or development is 
in a relationship of responsibility, trust or power, the activity being intended 




Mathews and Collin-Vézina (2017) argue that for an act to be conceptualised as 
child sexual abuse four factors must be present: the victim must be a child, true 
consent must be absent, the act must be sexual, and the act must constitute abuse. 
B. P. Mathews (personal communication, March 14, 2019) suggests a robust 
definition of child sexual abuse “involves contact and non-contact sexual acts, 
inflicted by an adult or child in a position of power over the victim, to seek or obtain 
physical or mental sexual gratification, when the child does not have the capacity to 
provide consent, or has capacity but does not provide consent". 
 Physical abuse is the non-accidental use of physical force against a child 
that results in harm to the child and includes shoving, hitting, slapping, shaking, 
throwing, punching, kicking, biting, burning, strangling and poisoning. Fabricating 
or inducing illness in a child (e.g., Munchausen syndrome by proxy) is also 
considered physical abuse. (Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2015). Lawful 
corporal punishment does not constitute physical abuse according to WHO (2006).  
 Neglect refers to a parent or caregiver failing to provide the basic 
requirements of life suited to the child’s developmental stage and their cultural 
context. It includes physical, emotional, medical, environmental, educational and 
supervisory neglect and may result in serious harm or death (Dubowwitz et al., 
2005; B. P. Mathews, personal communication, March 14, 2019; WHO 2006). 
Indeed, in the United States the mortality rates for neglect are higher than other 
forms of maltreatment (Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2017). 
 Substantial adverse health, educational and behavioural issues are the result 
of child maltreatment (Gilbert et al., 2009). The negative consequences of child 
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maltreatment are well documented. Studies have determined the considerable 
detrimental effects of sexual abuse (Chen, 2010), physical abuse (Gershoff, 2016; 
Norman, Byambaa, Butchart, Scott, & Vos, 2012) and neglect (Maguire et al., 
2015). Globally, approximately 41,000 children under the age of 15 die each year 
from being maltreated. This estimate is thought to be conservative given that child 
maltreatment deaths are often misattributed to other causes (WHO, 2017). In 
Australia, previous contact with child protection services (CPS) is a common factor 
in child deaths (Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2017). Children who 
experience maltreatment are likely to suffer depression, obesity and violence as 
adults and are more likely than other children to perpetrate violence, engage in risky 
sexual behaviour, experience unwanted pregnancies and suffer substance abuse 
issues in adulthood (WHO, 2017). Moreover, it is not uncommon for a maltreated 
child to experience multiple forms of maltreatment (Hamby, Finkelhor, Turner, & 
Ormrod, 2010) and consequently suffer more severe effects (Hughes et al., 2017). In 
the seminal Adverse Childhood Experiences study, Felitti et al. (1998) determined 
that multiple health-risk behaviours were more likely to be exhibited by adults, who 
as children, had experienced higher numbers of negative experiences. Likewise, 
those who had experienced more adverse maltreatment in their childhood were more 
likely to suffer heart disease, cancer, stroke, diabetes, skeletal fractures, liver disease 
and poor health as adults. 
The ripple effect of child maltreatment is also well documented. The 
economic costs to a society include medical, psychological and welfare services, out- 
of-home care, preventative and protective services, and in relation to premature death 
and work impairment, lost income and tax revenue (Kezelman, Hossack, 
Stavropoulos & Burley 2015; WHO, 2006). In Australia approximately $4.3 billion 
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was spent on child protection during 2014-15 (Australian Institute of Family Studies, 
2016). The financial impact to Australia, stemming from unresolved childhood 
trauma, was conservatively $9.1 billion (Kezelman et al., 2015). Child maltreatment 
also results in financial burden to a society’s justice system as a consequence of adult 
criminality and related incarceration (WHO, 2006). 
2.1 Australia’s Response to Child Maltreatment 
 Given the personal and social cost of child maltreatment, along with 
Australian substantiation rates doubling over 1998-2008, in 2009 the Australian 
Federal government enacted the National Framework for Protecting Australia’s 
Children 2009-2020 to ensure the safety and wellbeing of children and young people 
in Australia (Commonwealth of Australia, 2009). The framework guides 
collaboration between Federal, State and Territory governments and non-government 
organisations and uses a public health model to address the issue of child 
maltreatment. The framework emphasises assisting families early enough to prevent 
child maltreatment. However, as Babington (2016) notes, the framework does not 
singularly underpin child protection in Australia. Rather, it is “one of the key 
elements in an interlocking set of national responses” (p. 12) including the National 
Plan of Action to Reduce Violence against Women and their Children and the 
recently completed Royal Commission into Institutionalised Responses to Child 
Sexual Abuse (hereafter Royal Commission). Although the Royal Commission 
addressed only sexual abuse and limited its scope to institutional settings, its findings 
have affected child protection legislation and policy more broadly. As such, pertinent 
outcomes of the Royal Commission warrant some discussion. 




From the 1980s to the most recent Royal Commission commencing in 2013, 
multiple inquiries into child maltreatment have taken place in each state or territory 
of Australia. Table 1 lists inquiries over the past four decades that either directly or 
indirectly relate to child maltreatment (adapted from Wright, Swain & Sköld, 2017). 
Table 1 
 
Australian State and Territory Inquiries Related to Child Maltreatment 
 
Year Jurisdiction Inquiry 
1985 NSW NSW Child Sexual Abuse Taskforce 
1987 All Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody 
1994 NSW 
Royal Commission into the New South Wales Police Force 
(Wood Inquiry) 
1995 All 
National Inquiry into the separation of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Children from their Families 
(Bringing Them Home 
 
Stolen Generations Inquiry) 
1996 WA Select Committee into Child Migration 
1998 NSW Adoption Practices in NSW 
1999 QLD Commission of Inquiry into the Abuse of Children in 
Queensland Institutions (Forde Inquiry) 
1999 Tas Joint Select Committee on Adoption and Related Services 
1950-1988 
2000 All Senate Inquiry into Child Migration (Lost Innocents Inquiry) 
2002 WA Inquiry into Response by Government Agencies to 
Complaints of Family Violence and Child Abuse in 
Aboriginal Communities 
2003 All Senate Inquiry into Children in Institutional Care (Forgotten 
Australians Inquiry) 
2004 SA Children in State Care Commission of Inquiry (Mullighan 
Inquiry) 
2006 NSW Aboriginal Child Sexual Assault Taskforce 
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2007 NT Inquiry into the Protection of Aboriginal Children from 
Sexual Abuse 
2008 All Inquiry into the Implementation of the Recommendations of 
the Lost Innocents and Forgotten Australians Reports 
2010 All Commonwealth Contribution to Former Forced Adoption 
Policies and Practices 
2011 Vic Protecting Victoria's Vulnerable Children Inquiry (Cummins 
Inquiry) 
2012 NSW Special Commission of Inquiry into Matters Relating to the 
Police Investigation of certain Child Sexual Abuse 
Allegations in the Catholic Diocese of Maitland-Newcastle 
2013 Vic Inquiry into the Handling of Child Abuse by Religious and 
Other Organisations (Betrayal of Trust Inquiry) 
2013 All Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child 
Sexual Abuse 
 
Despite these separate inquiries leading to some changes in relevant child protection 
legislation (e.g., Queensland adopted mandatory reporting of abuse within 
institutions as a result of the 1999 Forde Inquiry), the consistent findings of 
impropriety and cover-ups within institutional settings warranted an expanded and 
comprehensive national investigation. Therefore, the Australian Royal Commission 
was initiated in 2013 with the primary aim of identifying responses by Australian 
churches, schools, sporting clubs and government organisations to instances and 
allegations of child sexual abuse so that recommendations can be made to improve 
laws, policies and practices to prevent and respond to such abuse (Kowalenko, 
2014). Although the Royal Commission focused solely on sexual abuse, the co- 
occurrence of sexual abuse with other types of maltreatment is well documented 
(Jonson-Reid, Drake, Chung, & Way, 2003). For example, of 7,863 substantiated 
cases of child sexual abuse in Australia during 2015-2016, 22.8% of the victims had 
also experienced emotional abuse (Australian Institute of Health & Welfare, 2018). 
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Hence, it is unlikely that those victims who gave evidence to the Royal Commission 
experienced only sexual abuse. 
 On the basis of identifying multiple systemic failures to protect children, the 
Royal Commission, amongst many recommendations, specified ‘child safe’ criteria for 
institutions that interact with children. There are ten inter-related standards, all of equal 
importance, intended to be outcome focused whilst enabling an institution flexibility in 
their application of the criteria (Royal Commission, 2016). Of the ten standards, several are 
pertinent to the current thesis: standard 5(c) all staff and volunteers receive an appropriate 
induction and are aware of their child safety responsibilities, including reporting 
obligations; standard 6(a) the institution has a child focussed complaint handling policy 
which clearly outline roles and responsibilities, approaches to dealing with different 
types of complaints and obligations to act and report; 6(c) complaints are taken 
seriously, responded to promptly and thoroughly, and reporting, privacy and 
employment law obligations are met; standard 7 Staff are equipped with the 
knowledge, skills and awareness to keep children safe through continual education 
and training; 7(a) relevant staff and volunteers receive training on the nature and 
indicators of child maltreatment, particularly institutional child sexual abuse; 7(c) 
relevant staff and volunteers are supported to develop practical skills in protecting 
children and responding to disclosures (emphasis added by author). 
To date, the Child Safe Organisations project is working to finalise the 
standards and determine how to help organisations implement the principles. 
Relatedly, a consistent criticism of the inquiries previous to the Royal Commission 





2.1.2 Mandatory Reporting 
One response to mitigating child maltreatment has been for some countries to 
introduce specific legislation to ensure the safety and protection of children. One 
function of these laws may be to mandate the reporting of certain types of known or 
suspected child maltreatment by certain professional groups under certain 
circumstances. Mandatory reporting was first established in the United States. 
Between 1962 and 1967 child protection legislation was instigated across the 50 
states of America (Gelles, 2017). The legislation included provisions for the 
mandatory reporting of child abuse and neglect. Since that time other countries 
including Canada and, more recently, Saudi Arabia and the Republic of Ireland have 
followed suit (Al Eissa, & Almuneef, 2010; Moohan, 2017). Australia’s first 
mandatory reporting legislation was enacted in South Australia in 1972 with the 
other states and territories thereafter, while Western Australia enacted mandatory 
reporting laws only in 2009 (Mathews, 2012). 
The premise of mandatory reporting is to obligate people who are best 
positioned to identify instances of child maltreatment to report these to CPS thus 
ensuring that the victimised child is provided the necessary safety and care. A key 
aim of mandatory reporting is to unveil the hidden nature of child maltreatment 
whereby the most vulnerable of children (e.g., infants to 4 years of age) are more 
likely to be subjected to maltreatment yet they are the least able to disclose this type 
of harm (Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2016; Mathews, 2016). CPS receive, 
assess and, when deemed necessary, investigate reports of child maltreatment. Child 
protection legislation guides the responses by CPS to the substantiated instances of 
maltreatment. Responses can range from offering support to the family, to removing 
the child from the family and placement into out-of-home care. Removal is typically 
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temporary; however, in the direst of cases, permanent placement may be enforced. 
 Typically, mandated reporters should receive training with regard to their 
obligation in this role. Mandatory reporting training commonly includes the 
indicators of maltreatment that should trigger a report and how and to whom to 
report. Mandatory reporting legislation varies widely. For example, the American 
state of New Hampshire has universal mandatory reporting, whereby not only 
professionals are mandated to report but also the general public. Australia has no 
unified approach to mandatory reporting. Laws vary across the states and territories 
regarding who is mandated to report, the type of maltreatment that is reportable, the 
age range of children covered by the legislation, the surety of the reporter and the 
temporal scope. Table 2 shows the legislation applicable in each State or Territory of 
Australia and the key mandatory reporting parameters for each jurisdiction (adapted 
from Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2017; and Mathews, 2014). It is worth 
noting that the required level of certainty of the reporter varies from suspicion to 
belief and, in some jurisdictions, knows that a child is being maltreated. Making a 
report based on a belief requires far more surety which can be difficult when having 
to make sense of ambiguous information – the signs of maltreatment are not always 














State of Mind 
Extent of Harm 





Children and Young 
People Act 2008 
A person who is: a doctor; a dentist; a nurse; an enrolled 
nurse; a midwife; a psychologist; a teacher at a school; a 
person authorised to inspect education programs, materials 
or other records used for home education of a child or young 
person under the Education Act 2004; a police officer; a 
person employed to counsel children or young people at a 
school; a person caring for a child at a child care centre; a 
person coordinating or monitoring home-based care for a 
family day care scheme proprietor; a public servant who, in 
the course of employment as a public servant, works with, or 
provides services personally to, children and young people 
or families; the public advocate; an official visitor; a person 
who, in the course of the person's employment, has contact 
with or provides services to children, young people and their 






Past and present harm 
New South Wales 
Sections 23 and 27 of 
the Children and 
Young Persons (Care 
and Protection) Act 
1998 
Teachers, police, nurses, doctors, a person who, in the course 
of his or her professional work or other paid employment 
delivers health care, welfare, education, children’s services, 
residential services, or law enforcement, wholly or partly, to 






Emotional/ psychological abuse 
Neglect 
Exposure to domestic violence 
 







Sections 15, 16 and 26 
of the Care and 
Protection of Children 
Act 2007 (NT) 
Teachers, police, nurses, doctors, all other persons A belief on 
reasonable grounds 
Physical abuse 
Sexual abuse or other 
exploitation of the child 
Emotional/ psychological abuse 
Neglect 
Exposure to physical violence 
(e.g., a child witnessing 
violence between parents at 
home) 
   




Part 1AA, Section13f 
and Section 13e of 
the Child Protection 
Act 1999 (Qld) 
Sections 364, 365, 
365A, 366, 366A of 
the Education 
(General Provisions) 
Act 2006 (Qld) 
Doctors, registered nurses, teachers, school staff, a police 
officer who, under a direction given by the commissioner of 
the police service under the Police Service Administration 
Act 1990, is responsible for reporting under this section; a 
person engaged to perform a child advocate function under 
the Public Guardian Act 2014, early childhood education 
and care professionals. 
 
An authorised officer, a public service employee employed 
in the department, a person employed in a departmental care 
service or licensed care service 
Becomes aware, or 
reasonably suspects 



















Sections 6, 10 and 11 
of the Children's 
Protection Act 
1993 (SA) 
Medical practitioners; pharmacists; registered or enrolled 
nurses; dentists; psychologists; police officers; community 
corrections officers; social workers; a minister of religion, a 
person who is an employee of, or volunteer in, an 
organisation formed for religious or spiritual purposes, (with 
the exception of disclosures made in the confessional); 
teachers in educational institutions including kindergartens; 
approved family day care providers; any other person who is 
an employee/volunteer in a government or non-government 
organisation that provides health, welfare, education, 
sporting or recreational, child care or residential services 
wholly or partly for children, being a person who is actively 
engaged in the delivery of those services to children or who 
holds a management position in the relevant organisation, 
the duties of which include direct responsibility for, or direct 





Emotional/ psychological abuse 
Neglect 
  




Sections 3, 4 and 14 
of the Children, 
Young Persons and 
Medical practitioners; registered or enrolled nurses; persons 
registered under the Health Practitioner Regulation National 
Law (Tasmania) in the midwifery, dental (dentists, dental 
therapist, dental hygienist or oral health therapist) or 
psychology professions; police officers; probation officers; 
principals and teachers in any educational institution 
including kindergartens; persons who provide child care or a 




grounds, or knows 
Physical abuse 
Sexual abuse 
Emotional/ psychological abuse 
Neglect 
Exposure to family violence 
 
 




Their Families Act 
1997 (Tas.) 
management of an approved education and care service, 
within the meaning of the Education and Care Services 
National Law (Tasmania) or a child care service licensed 
under the Child Care Act 2001; any other person who is 
employed or engaged as an employee for, of, or in, or who is 
a volunteer in, a government agency that provides health, 
welfare, education, child care or residential services wholly 
or partly for children, and an organisation that receives any 
funding from the Crown for the provision of such services; 
and any other person of a class determined by the Minister 






184 and 162(c)-(d) of 
the Children, Youth 
and Families Act 
2005 (Vic.) 
Section 327 of 
the Crimes Act 1958 
Registered medical practitioners, nurses, midwives, a person 
registered as a teacher or an early childhood teacher under 
the Education and Training and Reform Act 2006 or teachers 
granted permission to teach under that Act; principals of 
government or non-government schools within the meaning 















Sections 124A and 
124B of the Children 
and Community 
Services Act 2004 
Sections 5, 160 of 
the Family Court Act 
1997 (WA) 
Doctors, nurses and midwives, teachers or boarding 
supervisors, police officers, the Principal Registrar, a 
registrar or a deputy registrar; family counsellors; family 
consultants; family dispute resolution practitioners, 
arbitrators or legal practitioners independently representing 






Psychological harm including 
(but not limited to) harm caused 
by being subjected or exposed 
to family violence 
  
Past and present harm 
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Current Victorian legislation for mandatory reporting is primarily 
covered by certain provisions in the Children, Youth and Families Act, 2005 and, 
in a comparatively limited way, in s 49O of the Crimes Act, 19581: Failure by a 
person in authority to protect a child from a sexual offence. This provision limits 
liability to a sexual offence or risk of a sexual offence being perpetrated against a 
child within a relevant organisation (e.g., religious body, sporting group, school, 
etc.) by a person who is ≥18 years of age (e.g., officer, employee, manager, 
owner, volunteer, contractor, etc.) and associated with the organisation. If the 
person in authority negligently fails to reduce or remove the risk then they can be 
imprisoned for up to five years. Of note, s 49O is limited to sexual abuse and by a 
perpetrator within the organisation.  
Mandatory reporting under the Children, Youth and Families Act, 2005 
(the Act) has a wider scope than the Crimes Act, 1958. The Act (s 1622, When is 
a child in need of protection?) includes whether a child has suffered or is likely to 
suffer sexual abuse (1)(c) and physical abuse (1)(d). Additionally, who 
specifically qualifies as a mandatory reporter is defined in s 1822: 
(1) The following persons are mandatory reporters for the purposes of 
this Act — 
(a) a registered medical practitioner;  
(b) a person registered under the Nurses Act 1993;  
(c) a person who is registered as a teacher under the Victorian Institute  
                                                     
1 For full details of s 49O, Crimes Act, 1958 refer to 
http://classic.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/vic/consol_act/ca195882/s49o.html#person_associated 




of Teaching Act 2001 or has been granted permission to teach under that 
 Act;  
(d) the head teacher or principal of a State school within the meaning of 
 the Education Act 1958 or of a school registered under Part III of that 
 Act;  
(e) a member of the police force;  
(f) on and from the relevant date, the proprietor of, or a person with a 
 post-secondary qualification in the care, education or minding of 
 children who is employed by, a children's service to which the 
 Children's Services Act 1996 applies or a person nominated under 
 section 16(2)(b)(iii) of that Act 
(g) on and from the relevant date, a person with a post-secondary 
 qualification in youth, social or welfare work who works in the health, 
 education or community or welfare services field and who is not referred 
 to in paragraph (h);  
(h) on and from the relevant date, a person employed under Part 3 of the 
 Public Administration Act 2004 to perform the duties of a youth and 
 child welfare worker;  
(i) on and from the relevant date, a registered psychologist;  
(j) on and from the relevant date, a youth justice officer;  
(k) on and from the relevant date, a youth parole officer;  
(l) on and from the relevant date, a member of a prescribed class of 
 persons. 
The Act further stipulates that those who are mandated to report under s 182 
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form the belief on reasonable grounds that a child is in need of protection (as 
outlined in s 162) must report their belief as soon as practicable – 
 (a) after forming the belief; and 
 (b) after each occasion on which he or she becomes aware of any further 
 reasonable grounds for the belief. 
Grounds for belief are defined by s 1862 and state: 
 (a) matters of which a person has become aware; and  
 (b) any opinions based on those matters. 
Beyond legislative reporting duties, there also exists policy-based reporting duties 
whereby reporting of child maltreatment may be a requirement of occupational 
policies. In contrast to legislated reporting duties, there may also exist policy-
based reporting duties for certain professions, however, these types of reporting 
duties are not legally enforceable in the same manner that legislated reporting 
duties are. In summary, mandatory reporting of child maltreatment in Victoria is 
limited to certain designated reporters who must notify authorities as soon as they 
form a belief that a child has or is likely to experience sexual abuse and/or 
physical abuse. Policy-based reporting duties may also exist but are not 
enforceable by law. 
The current mandatory reporting legislations in Victoria were somewhat 
shaped by the impact of two significant inquiries (i.e., the Cummins and Betrayal 
of Trust inquiries) and the Royal Commission. For example, in 2015 the Crimes 
Act 1958, s 49O was amended to make the failure to disclose a sexual offence 
committed against a child a criminal offence punishable by up to three years 
imprisonment. Furthermore, legislation was amended to universal (adults ≥ 18)  
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reporting of child sexual abuse. Table 3 lists the penalties for failure to report 
child maltreatment in Victoria and all other states and territories of Australia. 
Table 3 
 
Australian State and Territory Penalties for Failing to Report Child Maltreatment 
 
Jurisdiction Penalties 
ACT 50 penalty units @ $140 per unit = $7,000, 6 months’ imprisonment, or 
both 
NSW Maximum penalty of 200 penalty units @ $110 per unit = $22,000 
NT Maximum penalty of 200 penalty units @ $130 per unit = $26,000 
QLD 50 penalty units @ $110 per unit = $5,500 
SA Maximum penalty $10,000 
Tas Maximum penalty of 20 penalty units @ $120 per unit = $2,400 
Vic Maximum penalty of 10 penalty units @ $140.84 per unit = $1,408, up 
to 3 years imprisonment, or both 
WA $6,000 
 
 Consistently across Australia, teachers are one of the groups of professionals 
mandated to report child maltreatment. Their daily interaction with children and their 
knowledge of child development ideally positions them to detect signs that a child may be 
the victim of maltreatment (Abrahams et al., 1992; Goldman, 2010). Additionally, a child 
is likely to feel that a teacher is a trustworthy adult in whom to confide and request help 
(Laskey, 2004). With 19% of all notifications emanating from teachers,, they are the 
highest reporter group, except for police, and given the incidence of child maltreatment in 
Australia, are likely to encounter cases during their service (Australian Institute of Health 
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& Welfare, 2018; Brubacher, Powell, Skouteris, & Guadagno, 2013; Walsh, Farrell, 
Schweitzer, & Bridgstock, 2005). 
 Although teachers have high representation as notifiers, many are reluctant to 
report (Walsh, et al., 2005). Reasons for this reluctance may include complexities of 
legislation and policies, ill-defined reporting concepts, teachers’ reporting fears and 
attitudes, case, victim and reporter characteristics, and inadequate training of teachers 
(Hawkins & McCallum, 2001; Walsh, Mathews, Rassafiani, Farrell, & Butler, 2012). To 
date there has been limited research in Australia, that explores current barriers for teachers 
to make a formal report of child maltreatment and whether, in an effort to ascertain that a 
child is being maltreated, they ask questions of the potential child victim, and how they 
would approach this task. 
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CHAPTER 3: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
3.1 Introduction to the Literature Review 
 
This chapter reviews the literature pertinent to mandatory reporting by teachers 
and child interviewing. This review, entitled “Heads You Win, Tails I Lose: The 
Dilemma Mandatory Reporting Poses for Teachers” has been published in the Australian 
Journal of Teacher Education (see Falkiner et al., 2017)1. This review informed the 
development and interpretation of the results of the two empirical studies presented in 















1 Full citation: Falkiner, M., Thomson, D., Guadagno, B., & Day, A. (2017). Heads you win, tails I lose: 
The dilemma mandatory reporting poses for teachers. Australian Journal of Teacher Education, 42(9), 93. 
Doi: 10.14221/ajte.2017v42n9.6 
Note the formatting of this chapter is consistent with the journal’s specifications. 
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Abstract: Australian teachers are mandated to report instances of 
child maltreatment should they suspect a child is being maltreated. 
Some teachers are reluctant to make a report based on suspicion 
alone. This review examines the barriers that may prevent teachers 
from reporting. It is suggested that to overcome these barriers and 
form a reasonable belief that a child is being maltreated, teachers 
may attempt to seek out proof by questioning the suspected victim. 
Inappropriate questioning can have detrimental consequences such as 
wrongful reporting when maltreatment is not occurring, or worse, no 
report made when a child is being maltreated. Based on the review of 
the literature presented in this paper and given the changing 
landscape of mandatory reporting in Australia, research is 
recommended. First, to determine if the barriers for reporting still 
hold true and, secondly, to establish the motivations of teachers who 
may question a child when they suspect maltreatment, along with 





Child abuse and neglect are major public health concerns and are associated with a 
range of negative outcomes which can adversely affect a victim’s mental health, education 
and interpersonal relationships (McKee & Dillenburger, 2012). Furthermore, negative 
outcomes of child abuse are not limited to the victim but also impact the child’s family and 
have costly consequences for society (Tavkar & Hansen, 2011). For example, in Australia 
during 2013-14 there were 304,097 reports of suspected child abuse and neglect (hereafter 
collectively referred to as child maltreatment) received by state and territory authorities 
(Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2015) and approximately $3.2 billion was spent on 
child protection during 2012-13 (Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2014). Child 
protection includes regulations focused on mandatory reporting of child maltreatment by 
certain professions that regularly come into contact with children and, consequently, are in a 
position to detect child maltreatment and alert the appropriate agencies. 
Teachers are one professional group who, by virtue of their constant and long-term 
interaction with children and their knowledge of children’s characteristic behaviour, are well 
positioned to identify and report cases of suspected child maltreatment to authorities 
(Hawkins & McCallum, 2001a). Consequently, in many countries including Australia, Brazil, 
Canada, Taiwan and the United States (see Mathews & Kenny, 2008 for a comprehensive list 
of countries that have adopted reporting requirements in an effort to protect children) teachers 
are mandated to report suspected child maltreatment should their suspicions be aroused and a 
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reasonable belief is formed (Abrahams, Casey, & Daro, 1992; Hawkins & McCallum, 2001b; 
Mathews & Walsh, 2004). To this end, the majority of Australian teachers undertake some 
form of pre-service or in-service training for mandated reporters (Mathews, Walsh, Butler, & 
Farrell, 2010). Despite this training, there is evidence to suggest that teachers lack confidence 
in their abilities to identify child maltreatment. A teacher’s uncertainty that maltreatment is 
occurring may result in feelings of apprehension and thus failure to make a report (Goldman 
& Grimbeek, 2009; Hawkins & McCallum, 2001a; Kenny, 2001; Laskey, 2004). 
To eliminate their uncertainty and help form a reasonable belief that a child is being 
maltreated, teachers may directly question the child (Beck & Ogloff, 1995; Schols, De Ruiter, 
& Öry, 2013; Tite, 1993). This is concerning because, first, in certain jurisdictions it may be a 
policy requirement of certain agencies that reporters do not conduct their own investigation if 
they suspect a child is being maltreated (for example, see Protecting children: Mandatory 
reporting and other obligations for the early childhood sector, Department of Education and 
Training Victoria). Secondly, inappropriate questioning may negatively influence the child’s 
responses, ultimately contaminating their accounts and, consequently, potential testimonial 
evidence (see Bruck & Ceci, 1999 for a review). Overall, this need teachers feel to question a 
suspected victim suggests a disparity between the extent of evidence required by law 
compared with the extent teachers seek to feel confident to make a report; that is, even after a 
belief has been formed a teacher may not make a report until they have indisputable evidence. 
To this point, Blaskett and Taylor (2003) noted that mandated reporters from various 
professions feel pressured to have hard evidence of maltreatment rather than a “well-founded 
belief” (p. 5) before feeling that it is appropriate to contact child protection services (hereafter 
referred to as CPS) about a case. Despite the stipulations of legislation and policy, it appears 
some teachers are reluctant to report child maltreatment based on suspicion alone and seek 
out evidence to help them form a reasonable belief. This may include questioning the child. 
Questioning a child to elicit detailed and reliable information about an incident such 
as maltreatment is a complex task requiring specialised skills in interviewing (Ceci, Powell, 
& Principe, 2002; Cronch, Viljoen, & Hansen, 2006; Hughes-Scholes & Powell, 2008; Milne 
& Bull, 1999; Powell, Fisher, & Wright, 2005; Powell & Snow, 2007a). If a child is 
inappropriately questioned it can have detrimental consequences. A less detailed account may 
result with fewer facts reported thus impacting a teacher’s ability to form a reasonable belief 
that maltreatment is occurring. Further, leading or suggestive questioning practices may 
contaminate the child’s memory of the event (Ceci & Bruck, 1995; Powell et al., 2005). To 
overcome these issues there are various guidelines available to direct the effective 
interviewing of children (Lamb, Hershkowitz, Orbach, & Esplin, 2009). These have been 
created largely for police and CPS investigators to use, yet may be helpful to teachers who 
deem it necessary to elicit accurate information from a child in order to reach a belief on 
reasonable grounds. 
This paper considers two issues. First, some of the problems related to mandated 
reporting that teachers may experience and how these may lead to a teacher questioning a 
child suspected of being maltreated. The literature on Australian mandatory reporting 
legislation as it pertains to teachers will be reviewed along with the key issues that may result 
in some teachers feeling unconfident or hesitant to report child maltreatment. Evidence will 
be presented to demonstrate that some teachers are attempting to substantiate their suspicions, 
indeed form a reasonable belief, by questioning the suspected child victim. Secondly, this 
paper considers the types of questions teachers ask when attempting to establish whether a 
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Mandatory Reporting by Teachers 
 
Child maltreatment can be defined as physical and emotional ill-treatment, sexual 
abuse, neglect, and exploitation that results in potential or actual harm to a child’s health, 
development or dignity (World Health Organization, 2013). To ensure the safety and 
protection of children, legislative regulations across all Australian States and Territories have 
been introduced for compulsory reporting of suspected child maltreatment1 by certain 
professions including teachers. In Australia there is no single, unified system; rather, 
legislation, policies and practices vary across the nation resulting in eight different systems in 
operation (Mathews et al., 2009; Walsh et al., 2011). With regard to mandatory reporting 
legislation, Bromfield and Higgins (2005) note the obligation to report differs across states 
and territories, however, a consistent factor is that teachers are obliged to report if they have a 
reasonable suspicion or belief that a child is or may be a victim of maltreatment. The 
legislative differences across the states and territories include the types and level of 
maltreatment to be reported; the age range of children covered by the legislation; how the 
legislation is implemented by the state/territory; differences in reporting procedures and the 
authorities to whom a report is to be made; and different sanctions for failing to report a 
suspected case of maltreatment (see Mathews & Walsh, 2014). 
While there are financial penalties in each jurisdiction for failure to report when a 
belief has been formed, the amount of the penalty varies across states and territories. 
Mathews (2014) notes the following penalty differences: in the Australian Capital Territory 
failure to report can result in a fine of $5,500 or six months imprisonment or both, in 
Victoria, recent changes have resulted in penalties of up to three years imprisonment (Crimes 
Act 1958 - Sect 49c) and a $1,408 fine (Children, Youth and Families Act 2005), in South 
Australia the penalty is $10,000 and in Western Australia $6,000. Teachers in the Northern 
Territory are penalised $26,000 whereas those in New South Wales face no penalties. 
Queensland teachers are penalised $2,200 and Tasmania fines teachers $2,400 for failing to 
report. Common to legislation in each jurisdiction is immunity from legal liability for all 
mandatory reporters if their report was made in good faith. 
The daily contact teachers have with children and their knowledge of child 
development can facilitate the observation and detection of the warning signs of child 
maltreatment (Abrahams et al., 1992; Goldman, 2010). Furthermore, a teacher may be the 
only adult a child feels is trustworthy, can make a disclosure to, and will seek help from 
(Laskey, 2004). Consequently, with the exception of police, teachers make more reports of 
maltreatment than any other professional group mandated to report (Mathews & Walsh, 
2004; Walsh, Farrell, Schweitzer, & Bridgstock, 2005). For example, in 2013-2014, the top 
three Australian professional groups to report their suspicions of child maltreatment were 
police with 30,898 reports, school personnel with 22,771 reports, and hospital/health centre 
staff made 5,287 reports (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2015). Although 
teachers have high representation as notifiers, research shows they are reluctant to make 
reports. An Australian survey of teachers (N = 254) from 30 primary schools in Queensland 
found less than half of the respondents who had detected a likely incident of maltreatment 
had ever reported their suspicions to the relevant authorities (Walsh et al., 2005). To this end, 
it appears that there are several barriers impeding teachers’ willingness to report on suspicion 
alone (Hawkins & McCallum, 2001b; Walsh et al., 2012). These barriers include the 
 
1 
Australian Capital Territory: Children and Young People Act 2008; New South Wales: Children and Young Persons (Care 
and Protection) Act 1998; Northern Territory: Care and Protection of Children Act 2007; Queensland: Child Protection Act 
1999; South Australia: Children’s Protection Act 1993; Tasmania: Children, Young Persons and their Families Act 1997; 
Victoria: Children, Youth and Families Act 2005 and the Crimes Act 1958; Western Australia: Children and Community 
Services Act 2004. 
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complexities of legislation and policies; ill-defined reporting concepts; teachers’ reporting 




Complexities of Mandatory Reporting Legislation and Policies 
 
As outlined, the child protection system in Australia is complex. Legislation and 
policy place a heavy burden on teachers who are already heavily burdened with a role that is 
far from limited to that of educator. Not only must teachers be thoroughly informed of their 
legislative obligations, they must also adhere to numerous policy-based duties (Walsh et al., 
2011). For example, in Victoria the process for reporting suspected child maltreatment for 
teachers and principals is set out in the Department of Education and Training (DET) Child 
Protection policy. The policy informs teachers and principals about the following: 
 Legislative acts under which all Victorian teachers and principals operate (i.e. 
Children, Youth and Families Act 2005 (Vic) ss 183/184; Crimes Act 1958 (Vic) ss 
327; Victorian Institute of Teaching Act 2001; Education and Training Reform Act 
2006) 
 Purpose of the policy 
 Teachers’ duty of care 
 Types of maltreatment they are mandated to report 
 Indicators of maltreatment 
 To whom they should make the report – internally and externally to the school 
 The investigation process 
 Related legislations that underpins the policy (Crimes Act 1958; Education and 
Training Reform Act 2006; and Victorian Institute of Teaching Act 2001) 
 Various related policies to which they must adhere (i.e., Duty of Care policy; Police 
and DHS Interviews policy; and Responding to Student Sexual Assault policy; 
Requests for Information about Students; Risk Management Subpoenas and Witness 
Summonses) 
Essentially, teachers should be aware of the state laws, government department 
policy, and the operationalisation of these policies at the individual school level in which they 
practice as educators. The expectation that teachers be fully informed of the myriad of 
mandatory reporting laws and policies of the state within which they operate is likely 
daunting and confusing, particularly given the changing landscape of child protection 
resulting from the on-going Australian Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to 
Child Sexual Abuse (Anthony et al., 2015). 
Research suggests that navigating the complexities of mandatory reporting duties can 
lead to confusion for teachers (Mathews et al., 2009). Several studies have found that, even 
after mandatory reporting training, many teachers remain uncertain of their reporting 
obligations (see Clarke & Healey, 2006; Mathews et al., 2009; Mathews et al., 2010). 
Mathews et al. (2009) conducted a study with teachers (N = 470) across three states of 
Australia – New South Wales, Queensland and Western Australia and found that many 
teachers were insufficiently familiar with the legislation for them to answer questions about 
their legislative reporting duty (N.S.W 25.3%; Queensland 53.1%). Furthermore, 76.3% of 
teachers in Western Australian non-government schools were not aware or were unsure of the 
school policy for mandatory reporting. In Victoria, potentially contradictory information 
provided in mandatory reporting training available to teachers could also be a source of 
confusion. The Department of Education and Training Victoria’s online course in child 
protection obligations (see Protecting children: Mandatory reporting and other obligations for 
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the early childhood sector) advises school staff that investigating whether child maltreatment 
has actually occurred is not their responsibility. Paradoxically school staff are also advised 
that when a child discloses maltreatment they should only ask questions that will provide 
further important information. These questions include “When did this happen? What did the 
person do? Where did this happen?” (p. 25). It could be argued that to ask questions after a 
disclosure has been made by a child is indeed investigating whether maltreatment has 
actually occurred. 
Teachers may find the complexities of mandatory reporting legislation and policies 
overwhelming and this may lead to misinterpretation and confusion, further compounding the 
potential for non-reporting (Mathews et al., 2009). Irrespective of their legal reporting 
requirements, self-report studies of teachers’ reporting practices indicate a number of teachers 
fail to report their suspicions of maltreatment (Alvarez, Kenny, Donohue, & Carpin, 2004; 
Kenny, 2001; Kesner & Robinson, 2002; Mathews et al., 2010; Walsh et al., 2005). 
 
 
Ill-defined Reporting Concepts 
 
For a teacher to meet their mandatory reporting obligations, legislation stipulates that 
by law they must report their suspicions of maltreatment based on reasonable grounds. 
However “belief on reasonable grounds” is not specifically defined by the applicable state or 
territory Acts (Hawkins & McCallum, 2001b). For example, in Victoria the Children, Youth 
and Families Act 2005 (Vic.) states: 
For the purposes of this section, a belief is a belief on reasonable grounds if a 
reasonable person practising the profession or carrying out the duties of the office, position or 
employment, as the case requires, would have formed the belief on those grounds. 
(s184(1)(4)) 
Additionally, it has been argued that legislation fails to clearly define “abuse” and 
“neglect” (Crenshaw, Crenshaw, & Lichtenberg, 1995). These definitional ambiguities 
further add to the complexities of mandatory reporting by calling for subjectivity and 
conjecture which may lead teachers to try to strengthen their belief or suspicion of 
maltreatment by seeking substantiation directly from the child. 
The ways in which teachers overcome definitional ambiguities and establish a “belief 
on reasonable grounds” outside the most obvious cases of maltreatment (e.g., clear 
indications of physical abuse such as severe bruising or a direct disclosure of sexual abuse) 
has had limited investigation (see also Levi, Crowell, Walsh & Dellasega, 2015). Tite (1993) 
employed a methodology of interviews and 10 vignettes designed to determine how teachers 
define maltreatment, their experience with such situations and the action they took in 
response. Findings revealed that defining maltreatment was problematic for teachers; further, 
they had concerns about establishing ‘reasonable grounds’. The majority of teachers placed a 
broader definition on maltreatment compared with the formal legislative definition. The 
vignettes presented were considered by the teachers as describing maltreatment even though 
only three met the legislative definition. Whilst this may indicate teachers have a high level 
of concern for their students, it may also be indicative of the dilemma teachers experience 
with regard to the intended definition of maltreatment. In addition, the interviews revealed 
that although incest is the most regularly reported type of maltreatment for CPS, the sampled 
teachers indicated they would not report suspected cases of incest but would instead simply 
monitor the child. Furthermore, every case that the teachers said they would formally report 
to CPS included a disclosure from the child, suggesting teachers will formally report only 
indisputable cases. In one instance of suspected sexual abuse, a principal instructed the 
teacher involved to speak with the child and obtain a clear disclosure in order to meet the 
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criteria of ‘reasonable grounds’ before making a report to CPS. In instances where minor 
bruising was noted, teachers preferred to consult with other teachers and, notably, question 
and watch the child. Arguably these instructions and practices go beyond the intention of the 
mandate and as a result may threaten the integrity of any information reported by the child. It 
is apparent from Tite’s (1993) research that only disclosure by the child or the most obvious 
signs of physical abuse would lead a teacher to formally report. However, there have been 
many changes to child protection and mandated reporting laws since Tite’s study, as such, 




Teachers’ Reporting Fears and Attitudes 
 
With or without a child’s disclosure or a solid belief that a child is the victim of 
maltreatment, many teachers fear the consequences of making a report to authorities 
(Alvarez, Kenny, Donohue & Carpin 2004; Schols, De Ruiter, & Öry, 2013). These fears 
include retaliation against the child by the family; fear of damaging the teacher-child or 
parent-child relationship; fear they could be sued by families; and fear of the emotional costs 
and disruption to the child and their family - particularly if the teacher has misinterpreted the 
signs of maltreatment resulting in an unsubstantiated report (Abrahams et al., 1992; Kenny, 
2002; Mathews et al., 2010; Schols, De Ruiter, & Öry, 2013; Zellman, 1990). Lawlor (1993) 
surveyed school teachers (N = 450) and found 67% feared being sued for incorrectly 
reporting suspected sexual abuse. For some teachers, fear of the potential negative 
consequences of reporting their belief of maltreatment causes a sense of dread and stress for 
them and may lead to non-compliance with their duty to report (Blaskett & Taylor, 2003; 
Davies, 2002 cited in Laskey, 2004). These fears may be exacerbated by a teacher’s attitude 
toward or experience with CPS. A common reason cited by teachers for not reporting 
suspected maltreatment relates to their belief that CPS will not offer help to the maltreated 
child (Francis et al., 2012; Kenny, 2001). It is not known if the outcomes of the studies cited 
still hold true given the changing landscape of child protection in Australia related to the on- 
going Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse. Certainly a 
renewed focus is required to determine if reporting fears are still factors in a teacher’s 
hesitancy to report. 
 
 
Case, Victim and Reporter Characteristics 
 
Several characteristics of a case can influence reporting behaviour. First, the visibility 
of the maltreatment can play a role. Many incidents of maltreatment do not exhibit 
corroborating physical signs (Crenshaw et al., 1995; Faller, 1996). Cases where a reasonable 
belief has been formed may not be reported because teachers believe they require more than a 
belief or suspicion and feel they lack sufficient visible evidence to report (Bryant & Baldwin, 
2010; Goldman & Padayachi, 2002; Tite, 1993; Walsh et al., 2005). Secondly, the severity of 
the maltreatment can impact reporting behaviour. It is more likely that severe sexual abuse 
and physical abuse will be reported compared to less serious cases of neglect or emotional 
abuse (Crenshaw et al., 1995; Hawkins & McCallum, 2001b; Kenny, 2001; Walsh et al., 
2005). Thirdly, the perceived consequences of making a report can affect a teacher’s decision 
to report. Some teachers believe that the repercussions of making a report of neglect would be 
far worse for the child compared to the level of neglect they may be experiencing (Crenshaw 
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Certain victim characteristics have been shown to play a role in a teacher’s decision to 
report maltreatment. A child’s age can determine reporting behaviour in that reports of 
maltreatment of older children occur less frequently (reports of children aged 15–17 years are 
3.2 per 1,000 compared with 7.5 per 1,000 for children aged 5–9 years). This may be 
consistent with school counsellor’s experience with CPS in that they believe cases of 
maltreatment of adolescents receive less attention from CPS than cases involving young 
children. (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2015; Bryant & Baldwin, 2010; 
Vanbergeijk, 2007). Another potential reason for fewer reports may be that mandatory 
reporters perceive maltreatment of older children as less serious because they are better able 
to protect themselves compared with younger children (Hawkins and McCallum 2001b). 
Furthermore, the willingness or reluctance of victims to disclose maltreatment is also a factor 
that should be taken into account when considering characteristics that influence reporting 
behaviour. It is possible that maltreatment is more likely to be reported by a teacher if a child 
discloses that he or she has been abused (Falkiner, Thomson & Day, 2017). 
Characteristics of the reporter can also impact whether a report is formally made to 
CPS. When surveyed, teachers who had previously made reports to CPS were more likely to 
make future reports than those who had never made a report (Crenshaw et al., 1995; Kenny, 
2001; Walsh et al., 2005). This suggests that prior experience with mandatory reporting is a 
factor in the likelihood a teacher will make a report. It is also possible that some teachers are 
more predisposed to reporting due to other factors such as their seniority as a teacher. 
Additionally, there is some evidence that the gender of the teacher can affect reporting 
behaviour. Male teachers are less likely to make a report or to help other teachers with a 
report (Kenny, 2001). 
 
 
Inadequate Training of Teachers 
 
Although there is a diverse range of teacher education programs across Australia, 
there is scant information regarding how these programs undertake training teachers in child 
protection. Available evidence suggests that pre-service child protection preparation of 
teachers is infrequent, disparate and largely insufficient (Arnold, Maio-Taddeo, & Brennan, 
2007; Walsh & Farrell, 2008; Walsh et al., 2011). Arnold, Maio-Taddeo and Brennan (2007) 
gathered information about child protection training in teacher education courses from 33 
Australian universities. The researchers determined that of the 14,500 students who 
potentially graduate each year from Australian teacher education programs, 76.6% do not 
participate in any dedicated courses in child protection within the programs offered by their 
institution. Furthermore, results show that only around 1,200 student teachers engage in 
specific child protection training of one day or less; and only 850 student teachers engage in 
more than eight hours training in a dedicated program. The inadequate provision of child 
protection training has been posited as a principal reason for teachers failing to report cases 
of maltreatment (see Abrahams et al., 1992; Alvarez et al., 2004; Hawkins & McCallum, 
2001b). Collectively, the literature suggests teachers enter the profession insufficiently 
trained to perform their role of mandated reporters. 
As a consequence of inadequate child protection training, many teachers remain 
doubtful they are suitably skilled to detect and report cases of maltreatment and, accordingly, 
lack the confidence to do so. Several Australian studies have examined the adequacy of 
information and preparation of student-teachers training for their role as mandatory reporters. 
Goldman and Grimbeek (2008) reviewed Queensland student-teachers (N = 52) in their final 
semester of a four-year Bachelor of Education (primary school) degree. In an anonymous 
questionnaire, participants self-evaluated their knowledge of the Queensland Department of 
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Education policy on suspected child sexual abuse and their confidence in that knowledge. 
Findings revealed these student-teachers felt professional information and training on 
mandatory reporting of child sexual abuse was inadequate. Participants perceived the 
information and training did not facilitate the skills and, consequently, the confidence to fulfil 
their reporting obligations. Similarly, Walsh et al. (2005) surveyed 254 teachers from 30 
Queensland schools and determined that teachers were unsure of their ability to accurately 
detect maltreatment, particularly child sexual abuse. The researchers also found those 
teachers who had recently completed child protection training lacked confidence in correctly 
identifying any form of maltreatment other than neglect. 
Hawkins and McCallum (2001b) reviewed the outcome of the South Australian 
Education Department Mandated Notification Training program for teachers and found that 
even after training there was a disparity between the level of evidence required by law and 
the level teachers deem necessary to feel confident to report to authorities. A questionnaire 
was administered to 145 teachers and school personnel in South Australia. Forty-one people 
had recently completed the South Australian Education Department Mandated Reporting 
Training program, 31 people had not completed training and 73 people had completed 
training some years previously. Findings revealed that even after a child had disclosed 
maltreatment 81% of the total sample (36% of the no training group, 20% of the recently 
trained group and 25% of the previously trained group) stated they would “persuade the child 
to give more details of the abuse” (p. 1615). Additionally, 83% of all participants (48% of the 
no training group, 7% of the recently trained group and 28% of the previously trained group) 
would “gather more evidence before notifying authorities” (p. 1616). More than one-third of 
the teacher respondents would also speak with a sibling(s) of the child to gain more proof 
(13% of the no training group, 7% of the recently trained group and 16% of the previously 
trained group). The researchers noted: 
Respondents are reluctant to report without taking the opportunity to develop 
additional evidence for reasonable suspicions. A Recently Trained respondent supported this 
view when she wrote, “I believe it is sometimes better to do some investigation first or 
checking up before notifying the authorities.” (p. 1618) 
Hawkins and McCallum (2001b) noted that teachers seek more evidence than is 
necessary to meet their legal reporting responsibilities, particularly those teachers who were 
untrained in the requirements of mandatory reporting of child maltreatment. 
The sense of unpreparedness to detect and report child maltreatment is corroborated 
by international studies. For example, a North American study of teachers, school 
counsellors, principals, superintendents and school psychologists determined that only 9.6% 
of participants (N = 664) “felt very well prepared” to recognise and report child maltreatment, 
with teachers perceiving themselves as “barely adequate, poorly or not at all prepared” 
(Crenshaw et al., 1995, p. 1099). A further North American study surveyed teachers (N = 
265) to determine their competence in detecting signs of child maltreatment (McIntyre, 
1987). Only 21% of the sample reported high awareness of the signs of physical abuse, 19% 
of emotional abuse, and 30% of physical neglect. Seventy-six percent of the sample disclosed 
an inability to recognise the indicators of sexual abuse. An additional North American study 
found that school counsellors (N = 193) wanted more training on mandatory reporting 
(procedures, laws, reporter and investigator responsibilities); identifying types of 
maltreatment and, interestingly, “questioning potential victims of abuse” and “strategies to 
encourage children to disclose abuse” (Bryant & Baldwin, 2010; p.180). In the United 
Kingdom, Rossato and Brackenridge (2009) surveyed recently-graduated teachers and 
student-teachers enrolled in sport-related education courses from 20 higher education 
institutions. The researchers found respondents had a minimum level of knowledge of and 
confidence in their child protection responsibilities. Child protection training was perceived 
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by these teachers as lacking in information on how to deal with and report child 
maltreatment. A more recent Dutch study found that teachers (n = 16) did not believe that 
post-graduate education programs on child maltreatment consistently addressed their needs, 
citing that the examples used in training did not reflect reality (Schols, De Ruiter, & Öry, 
2013). 
Collectively these findings suggest that, with the exception of the most obvious signs 
of physical abuse, teachers lack confidence in their abilities to correctly identify and report 
maltreatment. Even after a belief has been formed, some teachers may question children to 
gather proof of the suspected maltreatment before reporting. In instances where teachers 
embark on establishing a belief of maltreatment by questioning the child, it is important to 
understand how they go about this task, particularly given potential ramifications from false 
positive or false negative identification. 
There is scant research on how teachers question children when they suspect 
maltreatment. Before reviewing the limited studies in this area, a review of the broader child 
interviewing literature offers insights as to how teachers should, if deemed necessary, go 
about eliciting accurate information to assist them in confirming (or disconfirming) their 
suspicion a child is being maltreated. It is not the intention of the authors to suggest that 
teachers take on the role of an investigative interviewer, rather, that for teachers to obtain the 
information felt necessary to meet their interpretation of “belief on reasonable grounds,” it is 
best achieved using a procedure that maximises the accuracy of a child’s account. 
 
 
Guidelines for interviewing children 
 
Many children are reluctant to readily disclose information about maltreatment. Non- 
disclosure is only one of several reasons why the process of eliciting detailed and accurate 
information from a child is complex, requiring a broad array of specialised interviewing skills 
and competencies (Powell et al., 2005; Powell & Snow, 2007a). There are several interview 
guidelines available that offer instruction as to the optimal way to question a child about an 
alleged event including maltreatment (for example, Guidance for Achieving Best Evidence in 
Criminal Proceedings (hereafter ABE; Home Office, 2002), The National Institute of Child 
Health and Human Development Protocol (hereafter NICHD; Sternberg, Lamb, Esplin, 
Orbach, & Hershkowitz, 2002), the Step-Wise interview (Yuille, 1991; Yuille, Marxsen, & 
Cooper, 1999) and the Cognitive Interview (Fisher & Geiselman, 1992)). Although there are 
minor variances across these guidelines, experts agree that a phased structure to an interview 
is the best method for questioning a child about an alleged event (Lamb, Hershkowitz, 




The Structure of an Interview 
 
Typically there are three phases to an interview. During the first phase the goal of the 
interviewer is to build rapport with the child to ensure the child feels comfortable enough to 
give their account of the alleged event (Orbach et al., 2000; Teoh & Lamb, 2010). 
Additionally, the interviewer should use this time to instruct the child on what should or 
should not be said throughout the interview (e.g., “Please tell me everything you can 
remember” or “It's okay to say "I don't remember" if you don’t remember because I don’t 
want you to make anything up when you talk with me today”; Wakefield, 2006). The second 
phase (often referred to as the substantive phase) is the pivotal part of an interview. This is 
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when the child is questioned in detail to elicit a disclosure of and information about the 
alleged event (Orbach & Pipe, 2011). The literature in this area has largely focused on the 
types of questions essential for maximising the accuracy and detail of the child’s account of 
the event (Powell, Skouteris, & Murfett, 2008). For this reason the questioning techniques 
will be discussed in detail in the following section. The final phase of the interview, closure, 
affords the interviewer the opportunity to reassure the child, ask if the child has anything 
further to add and to answer any questions the child may have (Davies, Westcott, & Horan, 
2000; Orbach & Pipe, 2011). The interviewer should finish by shifting to neutral topics so the 
child does not leave the interview in a distressed state (Orbach & Pipe, 2011). 
 
 
Questions Used In Child Interviews 
 
As previously noted, the majority of literature in the investigative interviewing and 
child testimony domains has focused on the types of questions professionals should ask a 
child to maximise the accuracy and detail of the alleged event. Three distinctly different types 
of questions are commonly recognised across the literature: (1) open-ended; (2) specific; and 
(3) leading. 
Open-ended questions are questions that promote a detailed response without 
dictating what specific information is required, for example “Tell me what happened” (Feltis, 
Powell, Snow, & Hughes-Scholes, 2010; Guadagno, Powell, & Wright, 2006; Lamb et al., 
2009). These questions elicit a broad amount of information about the event in the child’s 
own words because they tap recall memory (Lamb, Sternberg, & Esplin, 1994). In contrast 
to open-ended questions, specific questions focus on a particular aspect of the event and 
dictate what information the child is required to report (Hughes-Scholes & Powell, 2013; 
Powell et al., 2005; Wilson & Powell, 2001). Specific questions (i.e., ’who’, ‘what’, ‘when’, 
‘where’ and ‘why’ questions) include cued recall questions (e.g. “You said you saw the 
man’s hair. What colour was his hair?”) and closed questions that direct the child to give a 
yes/no or one-word response (e.g. “Was the man’s hair brown?”). 
Leading questions (also known as suggestive questions) are those that falsely presume 
information not already mentioned by the child, for example “What colour was the man’s 
hat?” when no hat had previously been referred to (Hughes-Scholes & Powell, 2008). They 
can also suggest a certain answer is wanted (e.g., “The bad man touched you, didn’t he?”; 
Wilson & Powell, 2001). 
 
 
The Utility of Question Types 
 
In addition to identifying the different types of questions used in an interview, 
researchers have developed clear empirical evidence about the comparative usefulness of 
open-ended, specific and leading questions. Open-ended questions should be most heavily 
relied upon when eliciting an account from children. Specific questions may be needed, 
though they should be delayed until the child’s free narrative account has been exhausted 
(Powell & Snow, 2007a). Specific questions should be kept to a minimum to follow up 
important details the child has not already provided spontaneously in response to open-ended 
questions. Leading questions should be avoided. 
There are several reasons why open-ended questions should be prioritised when 
questioning a child. First, open-ended questions are likely to elicit longer, richer responses 
(Lamb, Hershkowitz, Orbach, & Esplin, 2009; Poole & Lamb, 1998; Sternberg et al., 1996). 
Secondly, open-ended questions elicit more accurate responses because the child is afforded 
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the flexibility to report what is remembered (Hutcheson, Baxter, Telfer, & Warden, 1995). 
Thirdly, an open-ended questioning approach is fundamental to building rapport with the 
child, eliciting a disclosure of maltreatment and determining the temporal attributes of the 
event(s) (Powell & Guadagno, 2008; Powell & Snow, 2007b; Roberts, Lamb, & Sternberg, 
1999, 2004). Finally, open-ended questions are favoured by legal professionals because they 
elicit the most comprehensive and credible statements from the child and because they offer 
the child the opportunity to provide an uninterrupted account of what they can remember 
about the event, in their own words and at their own pace (Guadagno et al., 2006; Powell & 
Snow, 2007a; Wright & Powell, 2006). This account is often referred to as a ‘free narrative’ 
account because it is uninfluenced and uninterrupted by the interviewer (Powell & Snow, 
2007a). 
Research has established that children provide longer, richer responses to open-ended 
questions (compared with specific and leading questions). In 100 field interviews of children 
aged 6-16 years (71 girls and 29 boys), Norwegian police officers specially trained in 
interviewing children elicited responses four and a half times longer when they used open- 
ended questions compared to other types of questions (Myklebust & Bjørklund, 2010). 
Additionally, the increased accuracy of information elicited from open-ended (compared with 
specific and leading) questions is also a widely replicated finding, shown in research 
involving staged (Goodman & Aman, 1990) as well as unstaged events (e.g., medical check- 
ups; Goodman, Hirschman, Hepps, & Rudy, 1991). These studies have consistently shown 
that open-ended questions elicit more accurate responses from children, even those as young 
as 3 years of age. Furthermore, the information elicited using open-ended questions was 
found to be accurate even after long delays of up to one year between the event and recall 
compared with the information elicited from specific questions (Goodman et al., 1991). 
Child interviewing experts agree that specific questions may be needed when 
conversing with children, however interviewers are instructed to consider where and how 
these questions are asked (Hughes-Scholes & Powell, 2013; Powell & Guadagno, 2008). 
Interviewers should restrict such questions until late in the interview and should only ask for 
relevant detail that was not spontaneously provided by the child to earlier open-ended 
questions. Specific questions tap recognition memory which is more narrowly focused and 
can pressure the child to respond whether sure of the response or not (Sternberg et al., 1996). 
Further, specific questions increase the likelihood the child will offer answers without 
reflection and, as such, may increase error in the child’s account (Wright & Powell, 2006). 
There is consensus in the child interviewing literature that leading questions can 
contaminate children’s accounts and for this reason these questions should be avoided when 
conversing with children. Leading questions, particularly those that raise or presume false 
information not previously-mentioned by the child, are likely to increase error rates in 
responses (Hughes-Scholes & Powell, 2008; Peterson & Grant, 2001; Powell & Snow, 
2007a). Moreover, experts agree that interviewers should adopt a non-leading, open-minded 
approach when conversing with children, rather than looking for evidence to confirm a 
preconceived idea about what may have occurred (Powell et al., 2005; Powell, Hughes- 
Scholes, & Sharman, 2012). It is well documented that biased interviewers are likely to use 
leading questions and these biases can significantly influence a child’s statement of events 
(e.g., Ceci & Bruck, 1995; Powell et al., 2012; Yeschke, 2003). 
 
 
What is Known About How Teachers Question Children 
 
Currently there is limited literature to provide insights as to how teachers are actually 
approaching the task of questioning a child when they suspect maltreatment. One study that 
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offers some insight investigated teachers’ questioning styles with children who witnessed 
incidents of wrong doing. Brubacher, Powell, Skouteris and Guadagno (2014) asked 
Australian teachers (N = 47) to complete a mock interview with an adult who was trained to 
play the role of a ‘child witness’. Each teacher had to elicit an account of the incident of 
wrong doing from the child witness. These incidents included witnessing a school playground 
accident, a situation of bullying and an incident whereby a group of older boys pulled down 
the pants of a younger boy in the school toilets. Notwithstanding conceptual issues, such as a 
lack of systematically defining the concept of “wrong doing”, results revealed that in their 
attempt to elicit an account of the incident of wrong doing, the teachers primarily asked 
questions that were more likely to falsely presume information not reported by the child. 
Such questions were likely to contaminate the witness’s account of the incident, ultimately 
compromising its evidentiary value with regard to legal pursuit (Powell, Roberts & 
Guadagno, 2007). The authors concluded that the teachers’ interviewing performance could 
be improved with training, potentially resulting in an increase in the proportion of child 
maltreatment reports submitted by schools and investigated. However, the authors based this 
on the teachers’ interviewing skills as applied to scenarios that arguably do not carry such 
serious repercussions compared to incidents of child maltreatment (e.g., removing a child 
from the parents’ care). 
It appears that teachers are able to effectively employ best practice questioning 
techniques when trained to do so. Extending their 2014 study to determine the impact of e- 
training on teachers’ use of open-ended questions, Brubacker, Powell, Skouteris and 
Guadagno (2015) further engaged 36 of the original participants (N = 47) in simulated 
interviews with a virtual avatar. Participants were advised that the child avatar was a typically 
developing five year old. They were also provided with a description of the avatar’s living 
arrangements and were told she had disclosed to her teacher about playing sex games at the 
home of her friend’s uncle during after school care. Participants engaged in the interviews 
two (n = 8) or three times (n = 28) over a seven day period during which they were asked to 
choose the best of four possible questions to ask the child avatar. The avatar was designed to 
respond to the chosen question based on children’s cognitive development, furthermore, the 
simulation provided feedback for every question asked by the participant. One week after the 
training, participants engaged in a 10-minute mock interview scenario identical in method 
and content to that of their original study (see Brubacker et al., 2014 for details). The authors 
found that with just two or three training sessions, the amount and proportion of open-ended 
questions increased while the number and proportion of specific and leading questions 
decreased. The authors were cautious about the ability of the participants to maintain their 
immediate post-training performance over an extended period of time. While the findings of 
this study are largely positive, the ability for teachers to perform as well when faced with 
actual disclosures or suspicions of maltreatment may prove otherwise. 
 
 
Directions for Future Research 
 
The evidence presented suggests that teachers experience a number of barriers to 
reporting child maltreatment. These can result in teachers seeking to garner confidence to 
make such a report by questioning the suspected victim. This is concerning. If suspected 
victims are questioned inappropriately by teachers the consequences can be detrimental. A 
teacher may contaminate the child’s memory of the incident(s) or may miss important 
information that either confirms or disconfirms that the child is being maltreated. This may 
result in a report to child services when there is no case of maltreatment or a case is not 
reported when the child is actually the victim of maltreatment. 
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To date there is limited research investigating the way in which teachers approach the 
task of questioning children to confirm or disconfirm their suspicions of maltreatment. 
Furthermore, some of the earlier research presented here (e.g., Abrahams et al., 1992; Tite, 
1993; Zellman, 1990) may lack relevancy due to the changing landscape of mandatory 
reporting in Australia. Research is required to better understand the factors that motivate 
teachers to question children about their suspicions of maltreatment (if indeed they are 
delaying reports to CPS until such conversations are had). Do teachers question children in an 
attempt to establish whether a report to CPS is required and what is their motivation for doing 
so? It is also important that research explores the questions teachers may ask when they 
suspect child maltreatment along with the reasons compelling these questions - what type of 
information do teachers seek in their conversations with these children? And what actual 
questions do they ask in pursuit of this information? Advancing understanding in these areas 
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CHAPTER 4: STUDY 1 
 
4.1 Introduction to Study 1 
 
This chapter explores teachers’ understanding of mandatory reporting 
legislation and policy and the actions teachers take when they suspect a child is 
being maltreated. This study, entitled “Teachers’ Understanding and Practice of 
Mandatory Reporting of Child Maltreatment” has been accepted for publication in 
Children Australia (see Falkiner, Thomson, Day, 2017)3. Interviews with 30 primary 
school teachers focused on identifying potential barriers to teachers making a report 
to authorities and whether teachers question a child when maltreatment is suspected. 






























3 Full citation: Falkiner, M., Thomson, D., Day, A. (2017). Teachers’ Understanding and Practice of 
Mandatory Reporting of Child Maltreatment. Children Australia, 42(1), 38-48. Doi: 
10.1017/cha.2016.53 
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Across the eight jurisdictions of Australia, mandatory reporting obligations and thresholds for reporting 
vary. Teachers are one group of the professionals who are mandated to report child maltreatment, yet 
some teachers are still reluctant to make such a report. This paper examines the barriers that  discourage 
teachers from reporting child maltreatment and also whether teachers consider it necessary to question a 
child about the maltreatment before they decide if a report should be made. Thirty semi-structured inter- 
views with Victorian primary school teachers were thematically analysed and revealed that inadequate and 
inconsistent mandatory reporting training, the need for certainty before initiating a report and the  ambigu- 
ous concept of neglect were barriers to teachers identifying and reporting child maltreatment. Analyses 
further revealed that teachers gather evidence to confirm or disconfirm their suspicions of maltreatment 
by questioning the suspected child victim. The consequences of this practice are discussed along with 
recommendations to help overcome the barriers to making a formal report when child maltreatment is 
suspected. 




Child maltreatment has been defined as ‘physical and/or 
emotional ill-treatment, sexual abuse, neglect, negligence 
and commercial or other exploitation, which results in ac- 
tual or potential harm to the child’s health, survival, de- 
velopment or dignity in the context of a relationship of 
responsibility, trust or power’ (World Health Organization, 
2013). It is considered to be a major public health concern 
given the association between maltreatment and a range 
of adverse outcomes including physical and mental health, 
education and interpersonal relationships (Gilbert et al., 
2009; Norman et al., 2012; Romano, Babchishin, Marquis, 
& Frechette, 2015). 
The Australian Government has committed to a long- 
term approach to the safety and wellbeing of Australian chil- 
dren with the National Framework for Protecting Australia’s 
Children 2009–2020. The government’s objective is to de- 
liver substantial reduction in child abuse and neglect and to 
sustain these reductions by collaboration between common- 
wealth, state and territory governments (Australian Govern- 
ment, 2014). Furthermore, child protection systems within 
Australia have been under scrutiny for some years in re- 
sponse to the issues of child maltreatment, predominately 
child sexual abuse. A number of inquiries into the issue 
of child sexual abuse have been carried out (see Boxall, 
Tomison, & Hulme, 2014 for key Australian inquiries) and 
the proceeding Royal Commission into Institutional Re- 
sponses to Child Sexual Abuse (hereafter Royal Commis- 
sion) was initiated in 2013 with the primary aim of iden- 
tifying responses by Australian churches, schools, sporting 
clubs and government organisations into instances and alle- 
gations of child sexual abuse so that recommendations can 
be made to improve laws, policies and practices to prevent 
and respond to such abuse. In their 2014 interim report, the 
Royal Commission noted child sexual abuse is significantly 
under-reported regardless of legal obligations to do so. They 
determined that under-reporting was related to delayed dis- 
closure by the victims and, importantly, failure to identify 
children who have been abused and a reluctance of institu- 
tions to respond to and report allegations to the appropriate 
authorities (Royal Commission into Institutional Responses 
to Child Sexual Abuse, 2014). The Royal Commission is ex- 
pected to deliver its full report and recommendations at the 
end of 2017 (Kowalenko, 2014). 
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Teachers’ and mandatory reporting 
 
Specific legislations1 which mandate the compulsory re- 
porting of certain types of known or suspected child mal- 
treatment have been in place for some years across the eight 
jurisdictions of Australia (Mathews, 2014). These legisla- 
tions apply to varying professional groups, including teach- 
ers, under certain circumstances (Mathews, 2014). Teachers 
have constant and long-term interaction with children that 
equips them with extensive knowledge of the children’s char- 
acteristic behaviours, and positions them well to identify 
and report cases of suspected maltreatment to authorities 
(Abrahams, Casey, & Daro, 1992; Hawkins & McCallum, 
2001; Mathews & Walsh, 2014). To facilitate this, some form 
of pre-service or in-service mandatory reporting training is 
typically undertaken. Despite this training there is evidence 
to suggest that teachers do not always make reports when 
they suspect that maltreatment has occurred (Goebbels, 
Nicholson, Walsh, & De Vries, 2008; Mathews, Walsh, But- 
ler, & Farrell, 2010). The primary aim of this study is to 
determine what, if any, barriers exist that serve to reduce 
the likelihood of a teacher making a report of suspected 
child maltreatment to child protective services (CPS). 
Furthermore, teachers may attempt to confirm or discon- 
firm their suspicions of maltreatment by seeking out further 
evidence that a child is being maltreated (or not) by di- 
rectly questioning the child (Beck & Ogloff, 1995; Schols, de 
Ruiter, & Ö ry, 2013; Tite, 1993). Directly questioning a child 
when maltreatment is suspected is problematic because in- 
appropriate questioning may influence the child’s responses, 
ultimately contaminating their accounts and, consequently, 
compromising testimonial evidence (Ceci & Bruck, 1999; 
Volpini, Melis, Petralia, & Rosenberg, 2016). In addition, 
in certain jurisdictions, such as Victoria, it is a policy re- 
quirement that those who are making a mandatory report 
do not conduct their own investigation (Department of 
Education and Training Victoria, 2015; Victoria State Gov- 
ernment Health and Human Services, 2016). The secondary 
aim of this study, then, is to determine if teachers consider 
it necessary to question a child to form a reasonable belief 
about whether or not maltreatment has occurred. Due to 
jurisdictional differences in mandatory reporting, the focus 
of this research was restricted to Victoria and, therefore, par- 
ticipants for this study were recruited solely from schools in 
Victoria. 
 
Mandatory Reporting Legislation and 
Policy for Victorian Teachers 
The child protection system in Australia is fragmented. 
There is no single unified system, with legislation, policies 
and practices varying considerably across the nation (Math- 
ews & Walsh, 2014). Indeed, it was noted in a report released 
by the Royal Commission that the ‘child welfare provision 
in Australia is better described as a patchwork than a coor- 
dinated model’ (Swain, 2014, p. 3). The legal obligation to 
report child maltreatment also differs across states and ter- 
ritories; generally however, teachers should make a report if 
they have a reasonable suspicion or belief that a child is or 
may be a victim of specified types of maltreatment (Brom- 
field & Higgins, 2005). The legislative differences across 
the states and territories relate to: the types and extent of 
maltreatment that should be reported; the ages of children 
covered by the legislation; the state of mind required to acti- 
vate the reporting duty; how the legislation is implemented; 
reporting procedures and the authorities to whom a report 
is made; and sanctions for failing to report (Mathews & 
Walsh, 2014). In Victoria, teachers and principals must also 
comply with legal obligations and departmental reporting 
duties as outlined in the Victorian Department of Education 
and Training (DET) policy for Child Protection – Report- 
ing Obligations. The policy informs teachers and principals 
about their legal responsibilities, duty of care, forming a rea- 
sonable belief, types of child abuse and indicators of harm, 
when and how to report, and potential consequences of re- 
porting. The related legislations and policies that underpin 
the DET child protection policy are also provided (Victoria 
State Government, 2016). Table 1 outlines related legislative 
acts and policies of the DET Child Protection – Reporting 
Obligations policy. 
In addition to the legislative acts and policies under 
which they operate, Victorian teachers must be familiar 
with the procedural operationalisation of these policies at 
the individual school level from which they practice as ed- 
ucators. Should they fail to make a formal report to CPS 
when they have formed a belief on reasonable grounds that 
a child is being maltreated, they may be fined $1,554.60. 
Additionally, if a Victorian teacher (or any Victorian adult) 
forms a reasonable belief that a child under the age of 16 is 
being sexually abused they may face up to 3 years imprison- 
ment under the ‘failure to disclose’ offence (Department of 
Justice, 2014). Additionally, the Victorian Government has 
introduced child-safe standards in response to the Betrayal 
of Trust Inquiry which investigated how child abuse was re- 
sponded to by religious and other non-government organi- 
sations in Victoria. The child-safe standards are compulsory 
minimum standards for Victorian schools (and other Vic- 
torian organisations that provide services for children) to 
assist them in protecting children from all forms of abuse 
(Victorian Government, 2015). The standards aim to pre- 
vent child abuse, encourage reporting of any abuse that does 
occur and improve responses to allegations of child abuse. 
Victorian schools were expected to have complied with the 
Victorian child-safe standards as of January 1, 2016 (Victo- 
rian Government, 2015). 
 
Barriers to Reporting Child Maltreatment 
A number of factors that may negatively influence the likeli- 
hood of a teacher reporting suspected maltreatment have 
been identified in the literature (Goebbels et al., 2008; 
Hawkins & McCallum, 2001; Walsh, Mathews, Rassafiani, 
Farrell, & Butler, 2012). These generally relate to an under- 
standing of the requirements and responsibilities, and the 
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thresholds for making a report as well as the concerns about 
the adverse consequences of reporting and the provision of 
specialist training. 
 
Complexities of Mandatory Reporting Legislation 
and Policies 
Child protection legislation and policies place a heavy bur- 
den on teachers who are already tasked with many respon- 
sibilities beyond that of educator (Weldon & Ingvarson, 
2016). Not only must teachers be thoroughly informed of 
their legislative obligations, but they must also adhere to 
numerous policy-based duties (Walsh et al., 2011). The ex- 
pectation that teachers be fully informed of the law and 
myriad mandatory reporting policies, coupled with the po- 
tential personal and financial repercussions, may not only 
be daunting and confusing but also a possible barrier to 
making a formal report to CPS. 
There have been suggestions that navigating the com- 
plexities of mandatory reporting duties can result in teach- 
ers feeling confused (Mathews, Walsh, Rassafiani, Butler, & 
Farrell, 2009). Many teachers remain uncertain of their re- 
porting obligations; even after specific training (Clarke & 
Healey, 2006; Mathews et al., 2010). One study, by Mathews 
et al. (2009), involving a large sample of teachers (N 470) 
across three states of Australia (New South Wales (NSW), 
Queensland and Western Australia) concluded that many 
were insufficiently familiar with the relevant legislation and 
were unable to answer questions about their legislative re- 
porting duty (N.S.W 25.3%; Queensland 53.1%). Further- 
more, over three quarters (76.3%) of teachers in Western 
Australian non-government schools were not aware, or were 
unsure, of the policy-based duty for mandatory reporting. 
Similarly, in a more recent study of primary school teachers 
(N 450) from three Australian states (NSW, Queensland 
and Western Australia), more than half of the teachers were 
unable to answer questions about the details of their report- 
ing duties (Walsh, Mathews, Rassafiani, Farrell, & Butler, 
2013). Findings revealed that 47% of the teachers had low 
knowledge of legislation and 56% had low knowledge of 
policy. The researchers suggested that teachers with insuffi- 
cient knowledge of legislation and policy were vulnerable to 
criminal sanctions for failing to comply with their statutory 
duty (Walsh et al., 2013). Collectively, these findings suggest 
that the mandatory reporting laws and myriad policies may 
result in confusion for teachers as to their mandatory report- 
ing responsibilities despite participating in purpose-based 
training. 
Ill-defined Reporting Concepts 
Child protection legislation in Victoria stipulates that, by 
law, teachers must report their suspicions of abuse based on 
reasonable grounds. In Victoria, the Children, Youth and 
Families Act 2005 (Vic.) states: 
For the purposes of this section, a belief is a belief on reason- 
able grounds if a reasonable person practising the profession 
or carrying out the duties of the office, position or employ- 
ment, as the case requires, would have formed the belief on 
those grounds. (s184(1)(4)) 
 
It could be argued that “belief on reasonable grounds” is 
a subjective concept – “reasonable” for one person may not 
be so for someone else. Additionally, it has been asserted 
that legislation fails to clearly define “abuse” and “neglect”, 
and this problem is not restricted solely to Victoria (Cren- 
shaw, Crenshaw, & Lichtenberg, 1995). These definitional 
ambiguities invite subjectivity and conjecture and may add 
toa teacher’s confusion about when a report is warranted. 
 
Fear of the Consequences of Reporting 
It has also been suggested that teachers fear the consequences 
of making a report to authorities (Alvarez, Kenny, Donohue, 
& Carpin 2004; Dinehart& Kenny, 2015; Schols et al., 2013). 
These fears relate to the possible retaliation against the child 
by the family; fear of damaging the teacher–child or parent– 
child relationship; fear of being sued by families; and fear 
of the emotional costs and disruption to the child and their 
family – particularly if the teacher has misinterpreted the 
signs of maltreatment and the report is not substantiated 
(Abrahams et al., 1992; Kenny, 2002; Mathews et al., 2010; 
Schols et al., 2013; Zellman, 1990). Although conducted 
over 20 years ago, one survey of school teachers in Ireland 
(N 450) found that 67% feared being sued for incorrectly 
reporting suspected sexual abuse (Lawlor, 1993). Thus, it 
is possible that the fear and stress teachers experience in 
relation to making a report of child maltreatment may result 
in noncompliance with their duty to report (Blaskett & 
Taylor, 2003; Davies, 2002 cited in Laskey, 2004). 
 
Inadequate Training 
A lack of access to child protection training has been posited 
as a principal reason for teachers failing to report cases of 
maltreatment (Abrahams et al., 1992; Alvarez et al., 2004; 
Hawkins & McCallum, 2001; Mathews & Walsh, 2014). Sev- 
eral Australian studies have generally concluded, for ex- 
ample, that the pre-service child protection preparation 
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of teachers is infrequent, disparate and largely insufficient 
(Arnold & Maio-Taddeo, 2007; Walsh & Farrell, 2008; Walsh 
et al., 2011, 2013). Information gathered from 33 Australian 
universities about child protection training in teacher edu- 
cation courses also shows that 76.6% of the 14,500 students 
who potentially graduate each year from Australian teacher 
education programmes do not participate in any dedicated 
courses in child protection (Arnold & Maio-Taddeo, 2007). 
Furthermore, less than 10% of student teachers attend spe- 
cific child protection training of 1 day or less and only 
around 6% of student teachers receive more than 8 hours 
training in a dedicated programme. 
Several Australian studies have examined the adequacy of 
information and preparation of student–teacher training for 
their role as mandatory reporters. Goldman and Grimbeek 
(2008) reported that Queensland student–teachers (N 
52) in their final semester of a 4-year Bachelor of Education 
(primary school) degree felt that professional information 
and training on the mandatory reporting of child sexual 
abuse was inadequate. Similarly, Walsh et al. (2005) sur- 
veyed 254 teachers from 30 Queensland schools and con- 
cluded that teachers were unsure of their ability to accurately 
detect maltreatment, particularly child sexual abuse. Even 
those teachers who had recently completed child protection 
training lacked confidence in correctly identifying any form 
of maltreatment other than neglect. 
A number of international studies corroborate Aus- 
tralian teachers’ feelings of being poorly trained in manda- 
tory reporting (for example, see Bryant & Baldwin, 2010; 
Crenshaw et al., 1995; Schols et al., 2013). Collectively, these 
studies suggest that many teachers enter the profession in- 
sufficiently trained to perform the role of mandated re- 
porter. Furthermore, with the exception of the most obvi- 
ous signs of physical abuse, teachers often lack confidence 
in their ability to correctly identify and report child mal- 
treatment. Importantly, for the purposes of this study, there 
is also evidence that in such circumstances teachers are 
likely to question potential victims of maltreatment and 
utilise strategies that encourage children to disclose abuse. 
Hawkins and McCallum (2001) administered a question- 
naire to 145 teachers and school personnel, of whom 41 had 
recently completed the South Australian Education Depart- 
ment Mandated Reporting Training programme, 31 had not 
completed training and 73 had completed training some 
years previously. Their analysis revealed that even after a 
child had disclosed maltreatment, 81% of the total sample 
(36% of the no training group, 20% of the recently trained 
group and 25% of the previously trained group) stated they 
would ‘persuade the child to give more details of the abuse’ 
(p. 1615). Additionally, 83% of all participants (48% of the 
no training group, 7% of the recently trained group and 
28% of the previously trained group) would ’gather more 
evidence before notifying authorities’ (p. 1616). More than 
one-third of the teacher respondents would also speak with 
a sibling(s) of the child to gain more proof (13% of the no 
training group, 7% of the recently trained group and 16% of 
the previously trained group). Hawkins and McCallum con- 
cluded that teachers would often seek more evidence than 
is necessary to meet their legal reporting responsibilities, 
particularly those who were untrained in the requirements 
of mandatory reporting of child maltreatment. Thus, even 
after a belief has been formed on reasonable grounds, some 
teachers may question children to gather proof of the sus- 
pected maltreatment before reporting. Given the potential 
ramifications of false positive or false negative identification 
of child maltreatment, it is important to establish if Victo- 
rian teachers similarly feel the need to question a child they 
suspect is the victim of maltreatment. 
 
Current Study 
The aim of this study was to explore whether issues such as 
complex reporting laws and policies, ill-defined reporting 
concepts, fears of making a report to CPS and inadequate 
training are, in fact, barriers that discourage Victorian teach- 
ers from reporting child maltreatment and if teachers con- 
sider it necessary to question a child about the maltreatment 
before they decide if a report is required. To date, research 
in this area has focused largely on the Australian jurisdic- 
tions of South Australia and Queensland. The jurisdiction of 
Victoria has the second highest number of teachers in Aus- 
tralia (22,319) (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2016) yet is 
often overlooked in research. As such, Victorian teachers’ 
perceptions and experiences of mandatory reporting will be 




Thirty participants were randomly sampled from a larger 
purposive sample of primary teachers of students in grades 
1–3 (children aged 6–8). The gender split of the sample 
was representative of Australian primary school teachers 
(80% female and 20% male), with 24 female and six male 
teachers. Their years of teaching ranged from 3 to 40 (M 
16.7). They were randomly recruited by a professional re- 
search recruitment agency from government, private or in- 
dependent primary schools across the metropolitan area of 
Victoria, Australia. Each participant received payment for 
taking part in the research as did the recruitment agency for 
identifying each teacher and scheduling his or her interview. 
 
Design 
A qualitative design utilising the method of deductive the- 
matic analysis informed by Aronson (1995) and Braun 
and Clarke (2006) was determined as the most appropriate 
method as it facilitates identification of themes and patterns 
of the participants’ reports of their behaviour. Thematic 
analysis is frequently employed in qualitative research. It 
relies on patterns of meaning being generated within data. 
Braun and Clarke (2006) suggest that although other qual- 
itative methods use themes as part of the analytic pro- 
cess, thematic analysis should be considered a method of 
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analysis in its own right. Furthermore, thematic analysis 
is more flexible than other methods of qualitative analysis 
because it is not bound to certain theoretical or epistemo- 
logical frameworks (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 
 
Procedure 
This study received approval from Deakin University Hu- 
man Research Ethics Committee (2013-282). The partic- 
ipants provided informed written consent. All interviews 
were conducted face-to-face by the first author at Deakin 
University. Interviews ranged in duration from 10:47 min- 
utes to 55:28 minutes (M 20:54, SD  9:10 minutes). A 
two-part semi-structured interview was used to gener- 
ate discussion about several topics related to mandatory 
reporting. The first part of the interview required scaled re- 
sponses whereas the remainder were open-ended questions. 
All of the interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed ver- 
batim and each transcript was initially read to produce in- 
troductory ideas about each participant’s responses during 
the discussion and to check for accuracy. The transcripts 
were imported into NVivo (version 10), a qualitative soft- 
ware programme that assists with the storage, management, 
and analysis of qualitative data. Conforming to Bruan and 
Clarke’s (2006) six-phase approach of thematic analysis, the 
transcripts were read several times by the first author to 
become immersed in the data. The data were then initially 
coded followed by systematically identifying themes from 
the codes. Once the primary themes were identified, sub- 
themes were subsequently defined. All of the themes were 
reviewed and named. No identifying details of schools or 
names of individuals have been included in this study to en- 
sure anonymity of the participants. Quotations were edited 
to enhance readability. 
 
Context 
The interviews and analysis for this study were conducted by 
the first author who, at the time, was a forensic psychology 
doctoral candidate. The primary author, a female, was a 
full-time student, who has been previously employed as a 
corporate researcher and strategist. She became interested 
in this topic after learning about child maltreatment and 
how reporting was key to any prevention efforts. There was 




According to Creswell and Creswell (2007) saturation can be 
achieved with a sample of 20–30 participants as was the case 
in this study where two broad themes were quickly identi- 
fied. The first was related to the inconsistent and inadequate 
nature of mandatory reporting training. The second theme 
reflected the participants’ need for certainty that maltreat- 
ment was indeed occurring before they initiated a report. 
Within this theme, the sub-theme of poorly defined con- 
cepts of maltreatment was also identified. 
Inadequate and Inconsistent Mandatory Reporting 
Training 
For the participants in this study, issues with manda- 
tory reporting training negatively influenced their moti- 
vation to report child maltreatment. Many participants 
disclosed that they had received little specific training 
in this area. Moreover, there was a lack of consistency 
in the training experienced by the participants. The in- 
consistent and inadequate nature of mandatory reporting 
training impeded their confidence in identifying when a 
child is being maltreated beyond those instances where a 
child presents with obvious signs. Furthermore, the train- 
ing had not equipped them with the necessary knowledge 
about child protection laws, thus compromising their legal 
responsibilities. 
Issues with mandatory reporting training were consistent 
at both the pre-service and in-service level. The amount of 
training they received varied greatly from no training to 
some training every few years. The method of delivery also 
varied from online, to discussions at staff meetings, or via 
manuals provided at the commencement of each year. One 
participant reflected “I can’t really remember when the last 
one [training] would’ve been, probably maybe 5 years ago, 
something like that . . . it’s probably maybe 2 hours a year, 
I’d say. It’s part of a staff meeting, usually” (Participant 
[P] 7). Another stated, “I’ll say 2 hours of training . . . over 
a 4-year Bachelor of Education degree” (P29). Some par- 
ticipants perceived the training as not extensive or fre- 
quent enough at either the pre-service or in-service level 
given the serious nature of their child protection duties. 
One participant noted that during their training “[Manda- 
tory reporting] wasn’t really covered. Not to the extent of 
what it, I think, should have been, to go into teaching” 
(P14). Another participant reflected “[The training] was 
online . . . It wouldn’t have taken that long . . . It was very 
minimal” (P4). 
Related to the issues of inconsistency and inadequate 
mandatory reporting training was the participants’ lack of 
knowledge about their legal responsibilities as a mandatory 
reporter and, importantly, that this lack of knowledge can 
act as a barrier to making a formal report. For example, it was 
a widely held belief that a report of child maltreatment need 
only be made within the school, predominately to the princi- 
pal, and that this met a teacher’s legal reporting obligations. 
One participant reflected “We report to the principal. They 
would report it to somewhere in the Education Department, 
I’d presume” (P6), while another reflected “I have never had 
to, have never actually made a report.I suppose,I don’t know 
the rules on that, we haven’t been told. I would go within 
the school, I guess” (P18). Participants were unaware that 
they were legally responsible for making a report and that 
the report should be made to CPS, consequently they relied 
heavily on their principal’s decision as to whether or not a re- 
port should be made and sought guidance from those within 
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I wouldn’t know where else to take the suspicion, probably if 
I’d already tried that path (making a report to the principal) 
and come to a standstill, I probably would speak to another 
member of staff about it. And I think I would probably like 
a little more back-up in my observations. So somebody else 
to say yeah I actually think you’re right there, or whatever. I 
then probably would speak to the school psychologist. I don’t 
know what agencies there would be beyond the principal. I 
suppose that’s something I would investigate if I had the time. 
(P14) 
A further negative impact of inadequate training and, 
as such, a barrier to reporting was that many of the par- 
ticipants lacked confidence in determining if a child was 
the victim of maltreatment. Participants perceived that they 
were poorly equipped to identify the signs beyond the most 
obvious, such as bruising or a disclosure from the child. One 
participant stated: 
I think because they’re [neglect and physical maltreatment] 
outward, you don’t have to have the child to actually come up 
and say “This has happened”. You can see in their lunchboxes, 
you can see by the sight of their clothes, bruises. (P7) 
Of those participants who had made a report of child 
maltreatment, most had reported instances of physical 
abuse. These comments demonstrate the importance of a 
teacher’s confidence in identifying and, therefore, report- 
ing instances of child maltreatment whereby obvious signs 
of harm make it easier for teachers to form a belief on 
reasonable grounds and make a report. As one participant 
reflected: “Because they’re [neglect and physical abuse] vis- 
ible. Sexual abuse, it’s,I mean,I think,I don’t know how 
you would know”. (P27). Others stated “I think the signs are 
a little bit clearer for the other ones [neglect and physical 
abuse], to me, than with the sexual abuse”. (P23) 
I guess I would expect there to be more physical signs for 
physical abuse. And I think with neglect that perhaps there 
would be more signs than maybe sexual abuse. I’d know what 
to look out for. Whereas perhaps for sexual abuse there are 
also indicators but I’m less aware of what I’d be looking for. 
(P8) 
 
The Need for Certainty 
The participants felt they had an important role to play 
in child protection and advocated the best interests of the 
child, however, most wanted to be certain that a child was in- 
deed the victim of maltreatment – beyond that of forming 
a reasonable belief on reasonable grounds. Most partici- 
pants, however, were unwilling to make a report based on 
suspicion alone. For some participants their unwillingness 
was related to them fearing repercussions for the child, the 
family or fears for their own safety: “Well, you do want cer- 
tainty because you don’t want to accuse . . . you could accuse 
somebody but it might turn out to be nothing, and you can 
ruin people’s lives”. (P30). 
I [would not report to CPS] if I really thought it wasn’t in the 
child’s best interests. We had another incident where there 
was possibly talk of something, and we were very concerned 
at the time that if we did anything about it the situation 
actually would get a lot worse. The child had obvious marks 
so there was a lot of physical abuse, and a lot of bruising and 
marks and very timid and very withdrawn and don’t-touch- 
me type stuff, so we were just worried about what was going 
to happen if the parents found out, because they knew that 
we were watching and keeping an eye on them. (P20) 
I guess being unsure and I guess not knowing the impli- 
cations of that either on the child or on the family. I guess 
knowing if I’m not correct how does that affect the child, are 
they going to get into trouble or am I causing harm to the 
family? (P19) 
If I suspected a child was being abused by a parent to not 
know fully and to go ahead and report that, could be really 
detrimental for myself and also, you know you have to pass 
parents all the time, pass politeness and conversation so it’s 
not something you would take very lightly. (P2) 
The need for certainty, beyond forming a belief on rea- 
sonable grounds, in order to initiate a report was seen as 
crucial for many of the participants: 
I think, when I look back, I could have probably made more 
reports just so a professional would have followed it up for 
me, do you know what I mean, like err on the side of the child. 
I might be wrong, perhaps the family would be embarrassed, 
but looking back, there were probably sometimes I should 
have probably just gone with it. I don’t think I was sure 
enough, I was looking to be absolutely sure. (P20) 
He did lift up his shirt and he was covered in cigarette 
burns. So as soon as I saw that I just said to him, “thank you”, 
and I didn’t make a big fuss, “just put your shirt back down”, 
and I just went straight in and reported it to the principal. 
So there was direct evidence, there was no ambiguity about 
that. (P11) 
The need for certainty meant that most of the partici- 
pants sought opinions from others or gathered further in- 
formation in order to feel confident and assured that a report 
was warranted: “I’d discuss [my suspicions] first with maybe 
the welfare coordinator in conjunction with the principal, I 
imagine.” (P15). 
So, if I was in charge of a class and I was worried about a child 
there, I would go and discuss it with, perhaps, colleagues as 
well, or a colleague that I felt might also know something, 
might also be aware, maybe, of the situation, and then dis- 
cuss it with the principal and discuss how we felt about the 
situation . . . (P10) 
I need to feel extremely sure and I need to have back up, 
I wouldn’t just go and do that [make a report]. I would seek 
the counsel of other staff and make sure that we’re all on same 
page about it before moving forwards. (P2) 
The participants also garnered assurance and certainty 
that a report of maltreatment was necessary by gathering 
evidence to confirm or disconfirm their suspicions. The 
gathering of evidence ranged from monitoring the child, 
speaking with the child’s parents or speaking directly to the 
child: “If I didn’t know the child well enough I wouldn’t do 
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it [make a report]. I would wait and see for much, many 
more signs and symptoms”. (P5) 
If I was uncertain I might query it with the parents, not 
directly but I might indirectly ask them questions that might 
assist me in formulating the view that there is a referral to be 
made. (P22) 
I was suspicious, I was team teaching at the time so I had 
another teacher in so I worked with him, he talked a little bit 
[to the child] and then I just organised a meeting with the 
parents. (P23) 
Although some participants were aware of the potential 
ramifications of questioning a child, such as contaminat- 
ing evidence, most of the participants thought this was an 
appropriate way to ensure a report was warranted or limit 
making an unfounded report: “Yes we questioned the child, 
I did and other teachers did and the principal did as well”. 
(P25) 
That was a really awkward thing to ask the child directly but 
other kids were noticing and that’s when you have to address 
it. I actually called the mother and asked for her to come in 
and see me. I did [question the child] with her mother at 
the same time . . . Just to question around, see the mother’s 
reaction. Understanding what’s going on. (P1) 
I would question the child in terms of, “are you alright, 
can you tell me, you know, have you fallen over”, trying to 
get them to give me an explanation, just to hear what the 
explanation is first. (P11) 
 
Neglect is an Ambiguous Concept 
A theme related to the need for certainty was that of the am- 
biguous nature of the concept of neglect. Although neglect 
falls under Duty of Care obligations rather than mandatory 
reporting, the issue that this posed for the participants was 
noteworthy. The participants generally felt that neglect was 
a difficult concept to understand and one that was open 
to individual interpretation. Consequently, for some of the 
participants the ambiguous concept resulted in uncertainty 
and acted as a barrier to reporting: 
Well I don’t quite know how you define “neglect”. I mean, 
you see kids where I am whose behaviour is – how would 
you describe it? – It’s – they’re very angry kids and sometimes 
kids don’t turn up with their lunch, and I don’t know whether 
that’s defined as “neglect” or not . . . but I don’t know what 
level “neglect” is, you know, I mean neglect is – to me it’s a 
very broad word. (P17) 
I just think sometimes it’s easy to make assumptions about 
being neglected, a child being neglected, that may not neces- 
sarily be true, if you’re using judgments like cleanliness, and 
the state of their clothing, all those sorts of things. Sometimes 
parents just don’t really think that that’s so important, but 
not to a neglect state I would say. (P14) 
I don’t know if this is defined as “abuse” or “neglect” or 
anything, but there’s a kid, he’s always there really early and 
standing by himself outside the classroom and that troubled 
me a bit because it’s quite early in the morning and the kid, 
he’s only 5, you know, prep, and to my mind, having a child 
by himself with no one else around is troubling, but again, I 
 
don’t know if you’d call that neglect or the parents happen 
to have to start early or something like that. So I mentioned 
that several times to both classroom teachers and the vice 




The aim of the current study was to explore whether issues 
such as complex reporting laws and policies, ill-defined re- 
porting concepts, fears of making a report to CPS and inad- 
equate training are, in fact, barriers that discourage teachers 
in the Australian jurisdiction of Victoria from reporting 
child maltreatment and if teachers consider it necessary to 
question a child about the maltreatment before initiating a 
report. 
Two broad themes were identified in the data; one related 
to inadequate and inconsistent mandatory reporting train- 
ing and the other about the need for certainty. These themes 
highlight the difficulties and dilemmas teachers experience 
when faced with potential cases of child maltreatment. Al- 
though teachers reported prioritising the child’s best inter- 
est, they highlighted how a number of factors can impede 
this objective. 
The results of the study suggest that inconsistent and 
inadequate mandatory reporting training is a significant 
barrier to the identification and reporting of child maltreat- 
ment. There is evidence of a varied approach to mandatory 
reporting training in Victoria. Some teachers receive what 
they consider to be comprehensive training whilst others 
receive no training, and for some it is delivered sporadically. 
The mode by which training is delivered also varies – from 
a lecture within a teacher training degree, to staffroom pre- 
sentations or via a purpose written online course. Regardless 
of the frequency or mode of delivery, it seems that manda- 
tory reporting training is likely to fall short of its objective 
of enabling child protection. 
The implementation of training about mandatory re- 
porting legislation and a teacher’s legal responsibilities has 
largely been left to schools based on DET policy. As such, this 
appears to have resulted in teachers relying heavily on their 
school’s interpretation of the policy and to deferring to staff, 
in particular the principal, if they suspect that maltreatment 
has occurred. Participants were largely unaware that the re- 
sponsibility was solely theirs and of the legal penalties asso- 
ciated with failing to make a report. It could be argued then 
that the complexity of mandatory reporting legislation and 
policy is not a barrier to reporting as such given how incon- 
sistent and inadequate training impacts on teachers’ lack of 
awareness of the legal and procedural mandates. Mandatory 
reporting training that addresses the legislation, a teacher’s 
legal responsibilities and the associated legal ramifications 
for failing to make a report to CPS is imperative in assisting 
teachers to make an informed decision when maltreatment 
is suspected and to reduce their exposure to legal liability. 
The mandatory reporting training that had been under- 
taken by the participants in this study did not appear to 
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provide the depth of learning that makes for skilled iden- 
tifiers and reporters of child maltreatment. For some years 
now, mandatory reporting training in Australia has been 
identified by teachers and researchers (Goldman, 2007) as 
an area that requires improvement and yet it appears to 
remain inadequate, notwithstanding the changes to child 
protection legislation and the consequent responsibilities of 
teachers. It may be that all in-service and pre-service teach- 
ers would benefit from a single, evidence-based programme 
that is delivered at frequent intervals and by facilitators who 
are child protection experts. A multidisciplinary approach 
has been adopted by the International Society for the Pre- 
vention of Child Abuse and Neglect and the Darkness to 
Light organisation and the latter training programme has 
been evaluated as moderately effective (California Evidence- 
Based Clearinghouse for Child Welfare, 2015). However, it 
remains that there is little empirical evidence to guide design 
and implementation of an effective child protection train- 
ing programme. Goldman and Grimbeek (2014) identified 
that a face-to-face, 13-week, 10-credit-point course deliv- 
ered to pre-service teachers as part of their training was the 
ideal way to help prepare teachers for the duty of manda- 
tory reporting. Additionally, providing direct experiences of 
professionals in the field of child maltreatment (e.g., school 
counsellors, teachers and medical practitioners) was estab- 
lished as some of the preferred content of such a course. 
A study on the delivery preferences of mandatory report- 
ing training determined that student–teachers preferred a 
training programme of 2 days duration, face-to-face and de- 
livered just prior to their initial practice teaching in schools 
(Goldman & Grimbeek, 2015). There is an obvious gap in 
the research to identify best-practice mandatory reporting 
training programmes, and this needs to be bridged with 
some urgency. 
Inadequate and inconsistent training further resulted in 
most of the participants lacking confidence in their ability 
to detect child maltreatment unless there were very obvious 
signs, such as bruising, or an outright disclosure by the child 
victim. Participants in this study typically lacked knowledge 
about the indicators of abuse beyond that of obvious neglect 
or obvious physical abuse. This finding suggests that teach- 
ers may be missing cases of child maltreatment, especially 
when the signs are not as apparent to those teachers who 
have had little training about, or experience with, less ev- 
ident manifestations of maltreatment. Although this issue 
has been identified and investigated in numerous studies for 
over two decades, (e.g., Levi, Crowell, Walsh, & Dellasega, 
2015; Tite, 1993; Walsh, Farrell, Schweitzer, & Bridgstock, 
2005), it appears that this is still a gap in the mandatory re- 
porting training Victorian teachers receive. Training needs 
to ensure a teacher has the capabilities to identify when 
a child is the victim of maltreatment. Given the daunting 
nature of making a report of maltreatment, perhaps it is un- 
likely teachers will ever feel the level of confidence they seek 
– even after appropriate training. However, there would 
appear to be a clear need for training to at least begin to 
address this gap in knowledge and consequent under con- 
fidence. Future research on the effectiveness of the current 
child protection training available to Victorian pre- and in- 
service teachers is recommended as a starting point to the 
development of a training programme that empowers teach- 
ers to carry out their mandatory reporting responsibilities 
with confidence and validity. 
Given the participants’ lack of confidence in detecting 
child maltreatment beyond cases that demonstrate obvious 
signs, it is not surprising that physical abuse and neglect were 
the types of maltreatment most often identified. This finding 
corresponds with previous studies (e.g., Kesner & Robinson, 
2002; Walsh, Bridgstock, Farrell, Rassafiani, & Schweitzer, 
2008). The interplay between mandatory reporting training 
and a teacher’s confidence in detecting maltreatment appear 
to determine whether a teacher will make a report to author- 
ities. This replicates the findings of Kesner and Robinson 
(2002) who suggested that teachers with little training are 
more confident reporting cases of physical abuse because 
the evidence is generally more visible compared to other 
forms of child maltreatment. 
The need for certainty that a child is indeed being mal- 
treated was also identified as a barrier to reporting. Specif- 
ically, the fear of the potential repercussions of making a 
report based on less than absolute certainty. This finding is 
supported by previous research (Abrahams et al., 1992; Al- 
varez et al., 2004; Kenny, 2002; Mathews et al., 2010; Schols 
et al., 2013; Zellman, 1990). The outcomes of reporting can 
be serious – a child or children could be removed from their 
parents, the parents could be rigorously investigated, unsub- 
stantiated allegations and the associated doubt cast could act 
to fracture family relationships – as such, there is a need for 
certainty that the belief formed is solid, indeed, more than 
just a belief. Related to this was the need for most of the par- 
ticipants to involve other staff members to help them form 
or confirm a belief that a child is being maltreated. This 
finding has been supported in other studies (e.g., Schols 
et al., 2013). Despite Victoria’s legislation and policy requir- 
ing only a belief on reasonable grounds to be formed for a 
report to be made, the reality is quite different, thus pre- 
senting a discrepancy between the legal requirements and 
the actual practice of teachers. Correspondingly, teachers 
struggled with the concept of neglect which likely impedes 
identification and reporting of this type of maltreatment. 
This struggle may be a consequence of the concept being 
poorly defined in policy. Alternatively, it may simply be the 
teacher’s interpretation and practice of the “best interests 
of the child” edict. Certainly going forward there is need 
for improving the clarity of child protection legislation and 
policy so that there is no ambiguity about such concepts. 
Of some concern was the finding that some participants 
felt the need to substantiate their suspicions, to become 
more certain a report is warranted, by waiting or gathering 
more evidence rather than initiating a formal report. What 
was the suspected victim enduring while more proof was 
gathered to increase the confidence of the reporter? Simi- 
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larly, participants had or would substantiate their suspicions 
to form a belief by asking questions of the child they sus- 
pected was being maltreated or the parents. This strategy 
is also troubling because the law does not require notifiers 
to investigate or prove maltreatment before making a re- 
port. Moreover, in Victoria it is a DET policy requirement 
that teachers do not conduct their own investigation if they 
suspect a child is being maltreated (Department of Educa- 
tion and Training Victoria, 2015; Victoria State Government 
Health and Human Services, 2016). Research is required to 
explore what questions teachers ask when they suspect child 
maltreatment, the reasons compelling these questions and 
if inculpatory or exculpatory evidence is likely to be con- 
taminated in the process. While some research has explored 
the types of questions teachers ask (Brubacher, Powell, Sk- 
outeris, & Guadagno, 2014), it has not extended to why they 
ask the questions they do when maltreatment is suspected. 
Some limitations of this study should, of course, be 
noted. Since the collection of this data, the ongoing Aus- 
tralian Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to 
Child Sexual Abuse has influenced public awareness and at- 
titudes across Australia. Additionally, the Crimes Act 1958 
(Vic) was amended in 2014 to make it a criminal offence 
for any adult to fail to report a suspected sexual offence 
by an adult against a child under 16 years (‘failure to dis- 
close’ offence; Commonwealth of Australia, 2016). Simi- 
larly, the introduction of compulsory child-safe standards 
for schools (and any organisation that provides services for 
children) has occurred. As such, there may be a greater fo- 
cus on mandatory reporting training and perhaps teachers 
are now more aware of their legal responsibilities. As with 
most studies that use small sample sizes, it may be that the 
findings presented here do not generalise to a wider popu- 
lation of Victorian teachers or even the broader Australian 
and international teaching communities. In contrast, a po- 
tential strength of these findings may be that they translate 
to teachers of older or younger children and other types of 
professionals who are mandated to report child maltreat- 
ment. A further strength of this study is that it appears to 
be the first to identify the barriers that impede Victorian 
teachers from reporting child maltreatment. It also appears 
to be the first study to identify that Victorian teachers are 
likely to seek out further evidence to confirm of disconfirm 
their suspicion that a child is being maltreated. 
 
Conclusions 
The findings from this study resonate with other research 
that has investigated mandatory reporting by teachers and 
the barriers that may preclude them from making a report 
when they suspect a child is being maltreated. Whilst there 
are limitations to the interpretations of the results, it would 
seem there is a clear disparity between what child protection 
legislation and policy requires of a teacher as a mandatory 
reporter and how a teacher interprets and practices those 
requirements. This disparity is likely related to ambiguities 
 
in definitions and concepts within legislation, and how the 
legislation is operationalised. Furthermore, a lack of con- 
sistent, compulsory, effective training can result in teachers 
being apprehensive to report child maltreatment even when 
a belief has been formed. It is also apparent that teachers 
perceive they lack the skill to identify cases of maltreatment 
when the signs are less than obvious. As a consequence, it 
is probable that cases of maltreatment are going undetected 
and, therefore, unreported. Moreover, teachers are engag- 
ing in questioning children, their parents or both to confirm 
or disconfirm their suspicions of maltreatment. This prac- 
tice is concerning as the integrity of potential exculpatory 
or inculpatory evidence may be threatened. It is impor- 
tant that research explores the questions teachers may ask 
when they suspect child maltreatment along with the rea- 
sons compelling these questions - what type of information 
do teachers seek in their conversations with these children? 
And what actual questions do they ask in pursuit of this 
information? Advancing understanding in these areas may 
go some way to assisting teachers when they are faced with 
reporting child maltreatment and may also assist the devel- 
opment of appropriate mandatory reporting training. 
Notwithstanding the issues related to mandatory re- 
porting by teachers, there is little doubt that the best 
interests of the child are of paramount importance to 
teachers. Rectifying the disparities between legislation and 
policy and their practical application, along with overcom- 
ing the barriers to reporting are imperative in the pursuit of 
best practice child protection by teachers. Addressing these 
issues may go some way toward mitigating the problems 
faced by teachers as mandatory reporters, whilst provid- 




1 Australian Capital Territory: Children and Young People Act 2008 
(ACT) s 356; New South Wales: Children and Young Persons (Care 
and Protection) Act 1998 (NSW) ss 23, 27; Northern Territory: 
Care and Protection of Children Act 2007 (NT) ss 15, 16, 26; 
Queensland: Child Protection Act 1999 (Qld) ss 22, 186), Public 
Health Act (Qld) ss 158, 191 (doctors and nurses), Education 
(General Provisions) Act 2006 (Qld) ss 364–366A (school staff); 
South Australia: Children’s Protection Act 1993 (SA) ss 6, 10, 
11; Tasmania: Children, Young Persons and their Families Act 
1997 (Tas) ss 3, 14; Victoria: Children, Youth and Families Act 
2005 (Vic) ss 162, 182, 184, Crimes Act 1958 (Vic) ss 327, Child 
Wellbeing and Safety Act 2005 (Vic) ss 17; Western Australia: 
Children and Community Services Act 2004 (WA) ss 124A-H; 
Commonwealth: Family Law Act 1975 (Cth) s 67ZA. 
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CHAPTER 5: STUDY 2 
 
5.1 Introduction to Study 2 
 
This chapter was guided by the results of the first study presented in the 
preceding chapter. The intent of this study, which has been submitted for publication 
in the Journal of Education Policy (see Falkiner, Thomson, & Knight, under 
review4), was to determine the questioning practices of teachers when they seek 
information about potential maltreatment from a child who is being harmed. The 
qualitative analysis of interviews, with the same 30 teachers from the first study, 



































4 Falkiner, M., Thomson, D., Knight, T. (2018). Jeopardising Justice: The Questioning Practices of 
Teachers Who Seek to Confirm or Disconfirm Child Maltreatment. Submitted for publication to the 
Journal of Education Policy, October 23, 2018. 
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There are legislation and education policies pertaining to each of the states and 
territories of Australia that mandate teachers to report to an appropriate authority if 
child maltreatment is suspected. Yet some teachers may be reluctant to make such a 
report on suspicion alone and may seek proof by questioning the child. The first aim 
of the current study was to determine the types and frequencies of questions teachers 
ask when seeking information about potential maltreatment. The second aim was to 
identify the information teachers seek in order to form a reasonable belief that 
maltreatment is or is not occurring. Thirty Victorian primary school teachers 
participated in mock interviews about instances of child maltreatment. Thirty follow 
up interviews about the questions posed during the mock interviews were also 
conducted. Data were thematically analysed revealing that the types and frequencies 
of questions asked were detrimental and likely to contaminate inculpatory or 
exculpatory evidence. Questions were motivated by attempts at building rapport, 
getting to the heart of the incident, and concern for the child. Stereotyping, 
assumptions and biases also motivated some of the questions asked. The majority of 
the teachers were unable to determine whether the child was the victim of 
maltreatment. This result may have consequences for real situations of child 














Child maltreatment has been defined as ‘physical and/or emotional ill- 
treatment, sexual abuse, neglect, negligence and commercial or other exploitation, 
which results in actual or potential harm to the child’s health, survival, development 
or dignity in the context of a relationship of responsibility, trust or power’ (World 
Health Organization, 2013). The association between maltreatment and a range of 
adverse outcomes, including physical and mental health, education and interpersonal 
relationships makes it a major public health concern (Gilbert et al., 2009; Norman et 
al., 2012; Romano, Babchishin, Marquis & Frechette, 2015). As such, specific 
legislations5 that mandate the compulsory reporting of certain types of known or 
suspected child maltreatment are now in place across the eight jurisdictions of 
Australia (Mathews, 2014). 
Australian teachers are one professional group mandated to report suspected 
instances of child maltreatment. Teachers are particularly well positioned to identify 
and report child maltreatment given the constant and long-term interaction with 
children that equips them with extensive knowledge of children’s characteristic 
behaviours (Abrahams, Casey, & Daro, 1992; Hawkins & McCallum, 2001; 
Mathews & Walsh, 2014). Indeed, in 2013-2014 school personnel made 22,771 





5 Australian Capital Territory: Children and Young People Act 2008 (ACT) s 356; New South Wales: 
Children and Young Persons (Care and Protection) Act 1998 (NSW) ss 23, 27; Northern Territory: 
Care and Protection of Children Act 2007 (NT) ss 15, 16, 26; Queensland: Child Protection Act 1999 
(Qld) ss 22, 186), Public Health Act (Qld) ss 158, 191 (doctors and nurses), Education (General 
Provisions) Act 2006 (Qld) ss 364-366A (school staff); South Australia: Children’s Protection Act 
1993 (SA) ss 6, 10, 11; Tasmania: Children, Young Persons and their Families Act 1997 (Tas) ss 3, 
14; Victoria: Children, Youth and Families Act 2005 (Vic) ss 162, 182, 184, Crimes Act 1958 (Vic) 
ss 327, Child Wellbeing and Safety Act 2005 (Vic) ss 17; Western Australia: Children and 




reports to child protective services (hereafter CPS; Australian Institute of Health and 
Welfare, 2015). Despite the high number of reports made by teachers, substantiation 
rates are comparatively low (Walsh, Farrell, Schweitzer & Bridgstock, 2005). One 
explanation for this discrepancy may be the inadequate training of teachers in 
matters related to their role as mandatory reporters of child maltreatment (Falkiner, 
Thomson & Day, 2017) 
Beyond affecting substantiation rates of child maltreatment, inadequate 
training has also been identified as one of several factors that can hinder a teacher 
initiating a report of child maltreatment. Other factors include a teacher’s fear of the 
consequences of making a report, ill-defined reporting concepts, and the 
characteristics of the incident, the victim, or the reporter (Hawkins & McCallum, 
2001; Mathews & Walsh, 2014). To overcome these impediments to making a 
report, teachers may question the child in an attempt to confirm or disconfirm their 
suspicion of maltreatment (Beck & Ogloff, 1995; Schols, De Ruiter, & Öry, 2013; 
Tite, 1993). Yet such questioning is prohibited in certain jurisdictions. For example, 
in Victoria it is a policy requirement that teachers do not conduct their own 
investigation when maltreatment is either suspected or has been disclosed 
(Department of Education and Training Victoria, 2015; Victoria State Government 
Health and Human Services, 2016). Despite this policy, Victorian teachers do indeed 
ask questions of a child when maltreatment is suspected (Falkiner, et al., 2017). 
Questioning a child in these circumstances is problematic because inappropriate 
questioning could influence the child’s responses to subsequent investigations, 
ultimately contaminating their accounts, thus, compromising testimonial evidence 
(Ceci & Bruck, 1999; Volpini, Melis, Petralia, & Rosenberg, 2016). Moreover, 
questioning children is a specialised skill and teachers are not trained to do this. 
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The purpose of the current study was twofold: first to determine the types of 
questions teachers ask when eliciting information from a child in the context of 
confirming or disconfirming maltreatment; secondly to find out why teachers ask 
these questions by determining what type of information they when trying to form a 
reasonable belief that maltreatment is or is not occurring. 
How Do Teachers Question Children? 
 
There is scant research that identifies teachers’ questioning practices of 
children when they suspect that a child is the victim of maltreatment (e.g., 
Brubacher, Powell, Skouteris & Guadagno, 2014). Before reviewing the limited 
studies in this area, it is necessary to understand the key elements of best practice 
child interviewing. To this end, pertinent information will be drawn from the broader 
child interviewing literature. Providing an overview of best practice interviewing 
will provide points of comparison for the current study. 
Best practice interviewing 
 
There are several interview guidelines on the optimal way to question a child 
about an alleged event (e.g., Guidance for Achieving Best Evidence in Criminal 
Proceedings; Home Office, 2002). Notwithstanding minor differences across the 
various guidelines, it is commonly agreed that an interview with a phased structure is 
the best method to maximise detailed and accurate information from the child 
(Lamb, Hershkowitz, Orbach, & Esplin, 2009; Ord, Shaw, & Green, 2004; Powell et 
al., 2005; Wilson & Powell, 2001). Typically, there are three phases to an 
investigatory interview. In the first phase, the aim is to build rapport and to establish 
the ground rules about what should or should not be said throughout the interview 
(Orbach et al., 2000; Teoh & Lamb, 2010). Feedback should be given only for the 
child’s effort and not for the content of what is said (Hershkowitz, 2008). The second 
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phase is critical as it focuses on eliciting a narrative account of the incident, hence 
this phase is the free narrative phase (Orbach & Pipe, 2011). The interviewer should 
ask a minimum of simple, open-ended questions so that the child can provide as 
much information without interruption (Burrows & Powell, 2014; Lamb et al., 2008; 
Powell, 2002; Wilson & Powell, 2001). In phase three the aim is to conclude the 
interview. It also provides the interviewer the opportunity to reassure the child, to 
ask any further questions and to answer any questions the child may have (for a 
detailed explanation of each phase see Brubacher, Powell, Snow, Skouteris & 
Manger, 2016). 
The utility of different question types 
 
There are two distinct types of questions professionals should ask a child to 
maximise the accuracy and detail of the alleged event: (1) open-ended and (2) 
specific. Open-ended questions promote a detailed response without dictating what 
specific information is required, for example, ‘Tell me what happened’ (Feltis, 
Powell, Snow, & Hughes-Scholes, 2010; Guadagno, Powell, & Wright, 2006; Lamb 
et al., 2009). Open-ended questions elicit a broad amount of information about the 
event in the child’s own words because they tap recall memory (Lamb, Sternberg, & 
Esplin, 1994). Furthermore, open-ended questions are likely to elicit longer, richer 
responses and more accurate responses because the child has the flexibility to report 
what is remembered (Hutcheson, Baxter, Telfer, & Warden, 1995; Lamb, 
Hershkowitz, Orbach, & Esplin, 2009; Poole & Lamb, 1998; Sternberg et al., 1996). 
Open-ended questions are also fundamental to building rapport with the child whilst 
modeling questioning and responding, eliciting a disclosure of maltreatment and 
determining the temporal attributes of the event(s) (Powell & Guadagno, 2008; 
Powell & Snow, 2007b; Roberts, Lamb, & Sternberg, 1999; 2004). Moreover, open- 
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ended questions are favoured by legal professionals because they elicit the most 
comprehensive and credible statements from the child (Guadagno et al., 2006; 
Powell & Snow, 2007a; Wright & Powell, 2006). As such, they should be heavily 
relied upon when eliciting an account of an event from a child. 
In contrast, specific questions focus on a particular aspect of the event and 
dictate what information the child is required to report (Hughes-Scholes & Powell, 
2013; Powell et al., 2005; Wilson & Powell, 2001). Specific questions (i.e., ’who’, 
‘what’, ‘when’, ‘where’ and ‘why’ questions) include cued recall questions (e.g., 
‘You said you saw the man’s hair. What colour was his hair?’) and questions that 
direct the child to give a yes/no or one-word response (e.g., ‘Was the man’s hair 
brown?’). Specific questions may be needed, though they should be delayed until the 
child’s free narrative account has been exhausted (Powell & Snow, 2007a). Specific 
questions should be kept to a minimum to follow up important details the child has 
not already provided spontaneously in response to open-ended questions. 
A third type of question, known as leading or suggestive, should be avoided as 
this can jeopardise the evidentiary value of the child’s statement (see Bruck & Ceci, 
1999; Bruck, Ceci, & Hembrooke, 1998, for reviews of the risks associated with 
using leading/suggestive questions). Leading questions falsely presume information 
not already mentioned by the child, for example, ‘What colour was the man’s tie?’ 
when no tie had previously been referred to (Hughes-Scholes & Powell, 2008). They 
can also suggest a certain answer is wanted (e.g., ‘Your uncle touched you, didn’t 
he?’; Wilson & Powell, 2001). 
Evidence of teachers’ questioning practices 
 
There is limited previous research into teachers’ questions of children when 
child maltreatment is suspected. Brubacher et al. (2014) investigated the types of 
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questions teachers use to elicit information from children who had witnessed a form 
of wrongdoing. Australian teachers (N = 47) completed a mock interview with an 
adult who had been trained to play the role of a ‘child witness’. Each teacher had to 
elicit an account of the incident of wrong doing from the child witness. These 
incidents did not carry such serious repercussions as incidents of child maltreatment 
(e.g., removing a child from the parents’ care) but included witnessing a school 
playground accident, a situation of bullying, and an incident whereby a group of 
older boys pulled down the pants of a younger boy in the school toilets. 
Notwithstanding conceptual issues, such as a lack of systematically defining the 
concept of ‘wrongdoing’, results revealed that in their attempt to elicit an account of 
the wrongdoing, the teachers primarily asked questions that were more likely to 
falsely presume information not reported by the child (e.g. ‘Has someone hurt your 
body?’). The authors concluded that the teachers’ interviewing performance could be 
improved with training and that a disclosure of maltreatment was a more likely 
outcome as a result of improved interviewing skills. Consequently, it was suggested 
that the proportion of child maltreatment reports submitted by schools and 
investigated may increase. 
It appears that teachers can use appropriate questioning techniques when trained 
to do so. Extending their 2014 study to determine the impact of e-training on 
teachers’ use of open-ended questions, Brubacker, Powell, Skouteris and Guadagno 
(2015) engaged 36 of the original participants (N = 47, 77%) in simulated interviews 
with a virtual avatar. Participants were advised that the child avatar was a typically 
developing five-year old. They were also provided with a description of the avatar’s 
living arrangements and were told she had disclosed to her teacher that she had 
played sex games at the home of her friend’s uncle during after school care. 
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Participants engaged in the interviews two (n = 8) or three times (n = 28) over a 
seven-day period during which they were asked to choose the best of four possible 
questions to ask the child avatar. The avatar responded to the chosen question based 
on children’s cognitive development, furthermore, the simulation provided feedback 
for every question asked by the participant. One week after the training, participants 
engaged in a 10-minute mock interview scenario identical in method and content to 
that of their original study (see Brubacker et al., 2014 for details). After just two or 
three training sessions, the amount and proportion of open-ended questions increased 
while the number and proportion of specific and leading questions decreased. 
However, the authors were cautious about the participants’ ability to maintain the 
correct use of open-ended questions over time. While these findings are largely 
positive, the ability for teachers to perform as well when faced with real world 
disclosures or suspicions of maltreatment remains unknown. 
 
The importance of understanding teachers’ questioning practices 
 
There is no literature on the motivations for teachers asking the questions they 
do ask of a child if they suspect (s)he may be experiencing maltreatment. It is 
important to understand the reasons for teachers’ questioning in these circumstances 
to determine whether the information they seek may compromise the evidentiary 
value of a child’s statement. Determining the way in which questions are asked 
(e.g., open questions) and the reason teachers ask them (e.g. identifying temporal 
information) may inform mandatory reporting training programs for teachers. 
Furthermore, understanding how and why teachers question a suspected child victim 
will add to the body of evidence of questioning practices by professionals mandated 
to report child maltreatment and, consequently, may help to inform future mandatory 





The first aim of the current study was to determine the types and frequencies of 
questions used by teachers when eliciting information from a child to confirm or 
disconfirm whether the child is the victim of maltreatment. Given teachers are not 
routinely trained in investigatory interviewing skills, it is expected that their 
questioning practices may compromise the evidence given by the child, that is, 
teachers will ask few open-ended questions and more leading and suggestive 
questions. Additionally, because little is known about the reasons compelling 
teachers to ask the questions they do in such situations, a second aim of this study 
was to understand what type of information teachers seek in pursuit of forming a 





The current study uses qualitative methodology, specifically thematic 
analysis, to determine the types and frequencies of questions a teacher asks a child to 
elicit information about potential maltreatment. Thematic analysis was further used 
to explore the teachers’ reasons for the questions they asked. Informed by Aronson 
(1995) and Braun and Clarke (2006), thematic analysis was adopted because it 
facilitates identification of themes and patterns of the participants’ reports of their 




The interviews and analysis for this study were conducted by the first author 
who, at the time, was a forensic psychology doctoral candidate. The first author, a 
female, was a full-time student, previously employed as a corporate researcher and 
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strategist. She became interested in this topic after learning about child maltreatment 
and how reporting was key to any prevention efforts. There was no prior relationship 
between the primary author and the participants. 
Participants 
 
This study received approval from a university Human Research Ethics 
Committee. The participants provided informed written consent. According to 
Creswell and Creswell (2007) saturation can be achieved with a sample of 20 to 30 
participants as was the case in this study. Thirty primary teachers of students in 
grades 1-3 (children aged 6-8) were randomly sampled from a larger purposive 
sample of teachers. The gender split of the sample was representative of Australian 
primary school teachers (80% female and 20% male), with 24 females and 6 males. 
Their years of teaching ranged from 3 to 40 (M = 16.7). The teachers were recruited 
by a professional research recruitment agency from government, private or 
independent primary schools across the metropolitan area of Victoria, Australia. 
None of the participants had received any training on interviewing children to elicit 
information regarding potential maltreatment. Each participant received a cash 
payment of seventy dollars for taking part in the research as did the recruitment 
agency for identifying each teacher and scheduling his or her interview. To ensure 
confidentiality no identifying details of individual’s names or schools have been 
included in this study. 
The current study had two phases. 1) Mock interviews were used to 
determine the types of questions teachers ask to confirm or disconfirm their 
suspicions of child maltreatment. This phase is analysed using deductive thematic 
analysis and reported as frequencies. 2) A follow up interview with each teacher who 
took part in the mock interview phase was conducted to establish his or her 
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motivation for the questions (s)he asked throughout the mock interview. This phase 
is analysed using inductive thematic analysis. 
Mock Interviews - Materials and Procedure 
 
For the mock interviews, the teachers adopted the role of the interviewer and 
a female research assistant played the role of a child who was the victim of some 
form of maltreatment (hereafter child/RA). Mock interviews are considered effective 
in determining performance because they can, for example, control factors such as 
motivation of the interviewee, delay between the event and interview, and the nature 
of the offence (Powell, 2002; Powell, Fisher, & Hughes-Scholes, 2008). The 
research assistant had received extensive training (>20 hours) in responding as a six-
year old would in an interview situation. For example, the training required the RA 
to learn typical responses to various question types (e.g., when asked a question that 
began with ‘Can you tell me...’ the RA was instructed to always answer a forced 
choice question in the affirmative based on the findings of previous research. See 
Waterman, Blades, & Spencer, 2001; Brubacher, Timms, Powell & Beaman, 2019). 
The research assistant was provided the story (see Appendix A, Background 
stories used by the crole) underlying each maltreatment scenario. (1) Emma, a six-
year-old girl was routinely neglected by her mother who was frequently alcohol 
affected. As such, Emma was responsible for looking after herself and her two-year 
old sister (n = 9). (2) Sam, a six-year-old boy was being physically abused by his 
father. Sam’s father had lost his temper because Sam was making too much noise. 
He hit and verbally abused Sam causing him to run and fall, injuring his arm (n = 9). 
(3) David, a six-year-old, was sexually abused by a gardener at his school. He and a 
classmate, Matt, were in the school toilets as was the gardener who promised David 





not privy to the underlying story, only to limited clues (see Appendix B, Teacher 
maltreatment scenarios) that the child was the victim of a form of maltreatment (e.g., 
the participants who randomly selected the ‘Sam’ scenario were informed that Sam 
had arrived at school with severe bruises on his arms and legs and had stated his arm 
was too sore to participate in art class). One of the three reportable maltreatment 
scenarios was randomly selected by each participant by way of a blind draw from a 
box (Emma n = 9, Sam n = 9, David n = 12). The participant was instructed to read 
the chosen scenario (teacher version) aloud and was given the option to ask 
questions, or not, of the child. All participants chose to question the child/RA. The 
interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim. The interviews ranged in 
duration from 18:19 minutes to 74:17 minutes (M 
= 33:38, SD = 12:04 minutes) as teachers were instructed to stop the interview when 
they felt they had gained the information they needed. 
The mock interview was preceded by a semi-structured interview about the 
teacher’s understanding and practice of mandatory reporting of child maltreatment. 
Results of the semi structured interviews were reported in a separate article (see 
Falkiner, et al., 2017). 
Mock Interviews - Coding of Question Types 
 
The mock interviews were coded for question types by two post-graduate students 
who were blind to the purpose of the study. Inter-rater reliability was determined by 
calculating the percentage of question types in a transcript on which there was coder 
agreement, and was found to be high at 90%. The codes assigned by the principal 
coder were used in the analyses. The adopted coding procedure followed that of 
Braun and Clarke’s (2006) deductive thematic analysis and applied the criteria 
proposed by Brubacher, et al., (2014) for categorising types of questions.  
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Every utterance by the teacher was coded and further categorised as either an 
open-ended question, a detrimental question, or other (e.g. statements that did not 
seek information or minimal encouragers such as ‘Mmm- hmm’, ‘uh huh’). For the 
objectives of this study, focus was given to the total number of questions, and the 
number of open-ended and detrimental questions. Detrimental questions were 
defined as question types that jeopardise the evidentiary value of the child’s 
statement. For example, leading questions such as ‘Did he put his hand inside or 
outside your pants?’ when the respondent had not indicated that his hand was put 
anywhere near his pants, or high risk specific questions whereby the interviewer 
actually provides specific information that could be incorporated meaningfully into the 
respondent’s account such as ‘Did it happen on Saturday?’. The mock interviews were 
also coded according to whether the teacher was able to elicit (or not) a disclosure of 
the maltreatment from the child/RA. Raw numbers were used to determine the 
overall interviewing skills of the teacher given that good interviewing is more likely 
to be associated with fewer questions (Brubacher et al., 2016). 
Motivation Interviews - Materials and Procedure 
 
Upon completion of their mock interview teachers were interviewed by the 
first author to ascertain their motivation for asking the questions they did. During 
this interview, the teacher listened to the audio recording of the mock interview s/he 
conducted. The recording was stopped at various questions throughout the replay of 
the mock interview and the teacher was asked by the first author to discuss the 
reasons for the question posed to the child/RA. These interviews were also audio 
recorded and transcribed verbatim. 
Analysis of Motivation Interviews 
 
Each transcript of the motivation interviews was initially read to produce 





check for accuracy. The transcripts were imported into NVivo (version 11), a 
qualitative software program that assists with the storage, management, and analysis 
of qualitative data. Conforming to Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six phase approach of 
thematic analysis, the transcripts were first read several times by the first author to 
become immersed in the data. The transcripts were then read to systematically 
identify themes. Once the primary themes were identified, sub-themes were 
subsequently defined. All of the themes were reviewed and named. Quotations were 
edited to enhance readability. 
Mock Interviews Results 
 
Mock interviews were used to assess the types of questions used by teachers 
when attempting to elicit information from a child regarding potential maltreatment. 
Each type of question was identified in the data. The total number of questions asked 
ranged from 5 to 95 (M = 37.37, SD = 19.28). The number of open-ended questions 
ranged from 0 to 11 (M = 4.03, SD = 3.21). The number of detrimental questions 
asked ranged from 2 to 40 (M = 13.87, SD = 10.73). The proportion of open-ended 
question to total questions ranged from 0% to 40% (M = 11.35%, SD = 9.05%). The 
proportion of detrimental questions to total questions ranged from 8% to 63% (M = 
34.79%, SD = 15.29%). Eleven of the 30 participants (36.67%) elicited a disclosure 
from the child/RA. Figure 1 represents the number of open-ended, detrimental and 
total questions asked by each teacher. Participants who elicited a disclosure 





























Figure 1. Number of detrimental and open-ended questions compared to total 
questions asked by each teacher. Interviews that elicited disclosures (D; 11) are also 
indicated, as are the interviews that did not result in disclosure (ND; 19). 
 
Motivation Interviews Analysis 
 
Regarding teachers’ motivations for asking certain questions in the mock 
interview, four broad themes were identified: teachers’ desire to build trust with the 
child/RA; the need to get to the heart of the matter; concern for the child/RA; and 
stereotyping, biases and assumptions. 
Building Trust 
 
Many participants wanted to build trust with the child/RA, not only at the 
initial stages but throughout the entire mock interview. They thought that gaining the 
child/RA’s trust was essential to gaining the information they sought about the 
incident. This approach was not something they attributed to any formal learning  
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from mandatory reporting training (if they had undertaken this training), rather 
building trust was typical of their approach to relationship building with students. 
Trust- building included questions about what games the child/RA likes, praising the 
child/RA and telling them they were not at fault. As noted earlier, although building 
rapport is an essential element of investigative interviewing protocols, there are 
specific criteria for the way in which rapport is best achieved (e.g., limiting the 
amount of time spent on rapport building to no more than eight minutes; Davies, 
Westcott & Horan, 2000). Those teachers who attempted to build rapport did so with 
the best intentions, but without a formal basis to their approach. One participant 
reflected ‘You’ve got to try and befriend them so they trust you.’ (Participant [P] 
25). While other participants stated: 
I’m trying to build up his confidence so he feels comfortable about something 
that he’s good at and praising him about being good and it’s a really great 
thing because you’ve got to build that tiny bit of rapport and try and get them 
feeling that it’s okay to talk. (P20) 
 
Is the child going to open up and be able to lead into giving me, like, telling 
me really what’s happening or is the child going to close up and withdraw? 
It’s not often that they open up after one conversation but you’ve got to try 
and build it up and build it into some sort of a relationship that you have with 
that child so that if they don’t open up that time, then hopefully next time. 
(P24) 
 
Getting to the Heart of the Matter 
 
Understandably most of the teachers spent much of the mock interview asking 
questions that focused on establishing the facts of the incident. The teachers’ 
questions were frequently detrimental from an evidence contamination standpoint 






contaminating questions. The teachers felt it necessary to thoroughly understand 
what had occurred, so most asked as many questions as they thought necessary to 
gain that understanding, but with little knowledge about the best approach to 
achieving their objective. A few participants did report knowledge of the benefits of 
open-ended questions, yet they did not use these in a manner that elicited a free- 
narrative from the child/RA. This inability may be due to a lack of formal training on 
best-practice interviewing techniques. 
I think there still needs to be a bit more training on that, the openness of a 
question. That’s why it’s interesting because sometimes, depending how deep 
down the rabbit hole you go, so to speak, you may only be left with those 
kinds of questions [forced choice] so at that point you’ve got to make a 
decision as a teacher whether you wish to keep questioning which will put 
you at jeopardy of [CPS] using what you’re saying or whether you wish to  
report it at that time. (P22) 
 
I did ask a couple of closed questions so the child was just saying yes, no, so 
I was trying to do the more open ones to try and get more information from 
her just to try and work out what is happening. (P5) 
 
In trying to get to the heart of the matter, many of the questions the teachers 
asked focused on eliciting information about what had happened and who was 
responsible, whereas they were less concerned with where and when the incident 
occurred. There were no questions about why it had happened. The lack of curiosity 
about where, when and why the incident occurred is likely associated with the 
scenarios in which the where and when were evident in the details provided. 
Furthermore, why the maltreatment occurred may be viewed as redundant in the 
context of interviewing a potential child victim. When one teacher was asked the 





sleepover?’ (s)he reported: ‘‘I was trying to elicit what the child had been doing, 
perhaps how the incident had happened’’. (P6) In this instance the teacher was 
unaware of the detrimental nature of this leading question. Similarly, another 
participant stated: ‘With that question (“Were you tickling each other or did you start 
this or did Matt start it?) I was still just trying to find out what was happening in the 
bathroom’. (P23). Given that participants have little or no knowledge of the benefits 
or disadvantages of certain question types, it is not surprising that they asked 
questions without regard for potentially contaminating the child/RA’s statement. 
Establishing what had happened and that the child/RA had been harmed were also 
key to the teacher reporting the incident. For those teachers who elicited a disclosure, 
their response was that they would report the matter to their principal. In contrast, 
teachers who did not determine what had happened to the child/RA either felt no 
report was necessary but would monitor the child/RA or, in relation to the neglect 
scenario, tried to rectify the problem themselves. As one respondent stated: ‘I was 
just trying to be proactive and figure out a way to sort of solve it with just us, before 
I had to report anything.’ (P6). 
Determining how often and how serious the incidents the child/RA 
experienced were, was important in helping some of the teachers determine whether 
the child/RA was a victim of maltreatment and what action should be taken. Was a 
report warranted or should the child/RA be monitored or notes about the incident 
added to the child’s file? One respondent reflected: ‘Well his dad has lost his temper. 
Is it ongoing or is it a new thing? You know it could be, everyone can have an 
outburst. So, I wanted to know if it had happened before.’ (P5). Other teachers stated 
similar reasons for their questions: ‘Well if it’s one off, if it’s an irregular 
occurrence, you deal with it slightly differently. If it’s happening all the time then it 
steps up the seriousness.’ (P17) 
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I asked ‘Does this happen a lot?’ obviously to get the frequency. Because if it 
doesn’t happen a lot, I mean, based on my knowledge, if it only happens 
every now and then I guess you would flag it but you wouldn’t sound alarm 
bells, but if this is happening all the time, I mean, obviously it’s got to be red 
flagged. That was the reason for that question. (P13) 
 
Understandably, teachers stated they would make a report if they believed that the 
child/RA had experienced some form of maltreatment frequently and/or at a serious 
level. Importantly, the degree of frequency or severity that warranted a report was 
left to the teachers’ interpretation of these concepts. It appears that a single instance 
of maltreatment must be obvious and very severe for a teacher to make a report, 
otherwise children who experience maltreatment but show little or no signs of this 
may be overlooked by teachers. 
Ascertaining the legitimacy of the child/RA’s statements was important for 
a number of the teachers. They felt that a child/RA’s understanding of certain 
related concepts (e.g., what is ‘rude’, responsibility or discipline) may be lacking 
and, as such, the child/RA may have exaggerated the incident. Some of the teachers 
also thought that the child/RA may have been lying about what took place or was 
caught up in idle school-yard chatter. To this end they posed questions that would 
prove or disprove the validity of the incident. One teacher, referring to a simile for 
penis, reported: ‘I guess “down there” is a bit ambiguous. It could mean anything, 
especially for a young child. So, I wanted to make sure that I could get as much 
information as I could about where ‘down there’ is exactly.’ (P3). Another teacher 




One teacher stated: 
 
[The question] was to ascertain that the story is correct, who saw it? They’ve 
got to see it with their own eyes, not hearsay. Did you actually see it? Maybe 
someone’s trying to blame, accuse the person. You know they dob them in, 
target the other person. So it’s important to know if they actually did 
physically see it or is it just gossip going around, rumour? (P17) 
 
Most of the teachers who interviewed ‘David’ about the ‘tickling’ game felt it was 
appropriate to question his friend ‘Matt’ simultaneously to gauge the validity of 
David’s account. Questioning witnesses together is a concerning practice, as it may 
result in contaminated evidence. Ensuring the validity of a child’s report of 
maltreatment is probably related to teachers seeking certainty before they make a 
report, rather than reporting on suspicion alone or when a reasonable belief has been 
formed. 
 
Concern for the Child 
 
Remaining emotionally neutral was difficult for many of the teachers. The 
child/RA’s wellbeing was considered important and prompted questions about the 
child/RA’s feelings as an outcome of the incident. As such, teachers responded by 
reassuring the child/RA and, in some instances, re-evaluating how they would 
proceed with the process of managing the information (e.g., preferring to speak with 
the parents rather than make a report to authorities). One participant stated: ‘I think 
it’s important to understand how the child feels so that you know which way to take 
the next questions.’ (P3). Other participants offered similar reflections, for example, 
one participant stated ‘I guess that question (Do you often cry?) was part of seeing 
how emotionally, how much it has taken a toll on her [the child/RA].’ (P28) 
I wanted to know how the child responded to the situation, I guess, in terms 
of protecting him, and how he would be feeling at the moment and whether 





upset about just to gauge where he is in terms of what support he might need. 
(P8) 
 
I don’t think it's fair to just blunder into a child’s life and decide you're going 
to make all these changes. They’re living like this, this is their family. They 
don’t want somebody blundering in and blowing that apart. I think it's, I 
think it's polite, and respectful, to ask the child, no matter how old they are, is 
it okay if I do this [report it to the principal]? (P14) 
 
Stereotyping, Bias and Assumptions 
 
Many of the teachers unwittingly asked questions that demonstrated 
preconceived notions. They interpreted the child/RA’s responses from a viewpoint 
of stereotyping, bias or assumptions. Teachers were unaware of their prejudices and 
consequently they did not reflect on this aspect of their mock interview. Rather, 
these prejudices were recognized by the authors and considered noteworthy. Partly 
as a result of their preconceptions, the teachers had difficulty eliciting a detailed and 
accurate account of what the child/RA had experienced. Many teachers could not 
ascertain whether the child/RA had been maltreated or, equally concerning, their 
preconceived notions resulted in leading questions. With regard to the scenario of 
‘David’ being sexually abused in the school toilets by the gardener, one teacher’s 
prior experience led to him/her asking twenty seven questions without eliciting a 
disclosure: 
I was thinking that the incident was about swearing and stuff because there’s 
been an issue in our school, not with any of my kids, but they’ve got really 
bad language because they’re picking it up from the parents. I just kind of 
went with that when David said rude things happened. I thought really 
inappropriate things to younger kids had been said in the toilets and things 
like that. We’d had something like that and I just figured it was that. (P23)
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Similarly, another teacher who also interviewed David revealed: 
 
Well I was thinking that he was tickling him around the boy’s bits [penis]. 
Maybe I should have questioned a little bit more on that because I didn’t 
actually clarify that he was actually tickling. It could have been tickling, I just 
assumed that he was tickling around that bit [penis]. (P17) 
 
A teacher who interviewed ‘Emma’ as to why she was upset about having to ‘do 
everything’ at home had not established by the end of the interview if Emma’s 
mother had been drinking, Emma’s care arrangements or her home environment. 
Nevertheless she assumed the following: 
I suppose if she’s [the mother] still snoring really loud she’s still in a really 
deep sleep. I'm thinking it sounds like she’s perhaps alcohol affected and 
really still knocked out…I'm wondering if they’re [Emma and her mother] 
just kind of holed up in this little cave. I mean not even going down to the 
park, or doing anything like that to get out of the house…I probably 
would’ve said well, you’re sad, you’re hungry, do you really want to 
continue like this, or there are other ways, you could be living differently, 
and you could be a lot happier if we just changed a few little things. And I 
think probably a six year old is likely to then turn around and say yeah that’s 
okay. (P14) 
Of equal concern was this teacher’s assumption that such a young child would be 
capable of important choices regarding her living circumstances. Overall, 
stereotyping, bias and assumptions by the teachers hindered eliciting the type of 
detailed account necessary to determine if the child/RA was the victim of 






The first aim of the current study was to determine the types and frequencies 
of questions teachers ask a child about possible maltreatment. Teachers are not 
routinely trained in investigatory interviewing skills, consequently, it was expected 
that their questioning practices would likely compromise the evidence given by the 
child. The second aim of the study was to explore the teachers’ motivations to ask 
the questions they do in pursuit of forming a reasonable belief that maltreatment is or 
is not occurring. 
As expected, the types of questions the participants asked compromised 
potential inculpatory or exculpatory evidence. First, on average they asked 
approximately 37 questions over the average length of an interview of 
approximately 33 minutes. That is, the teachers in this study asked the child/RA 
around one question per minute. This frequency is problematic given that best 
practice interviewing protocols aim to elicit a free narrative account of the event 
using very few questions of any type (Brubacher et al., 2016). Of further concern 
was the number of detrimental questions the teachers in this study asked; typically 
one approximately every two and half minutes. Not only did the participating 
teachers ask far too many questions to allow the child/RA the chance to provide a 
free narrative account, they asked questions that may jeopardise the evidentiary 
value of the child/RA’s statement. This finding is supported by numerous studies 
that have established that those who are untrained in best practice interviewing 
techniques ask fewer open-ended questions and more specific and leading 
questions (see Powell, 2002 for a review). Furthermore, the finding that the 
teachers in this study asked few open-ended questions yet a high number of 





Although some of the teachers in this study knew there were benefits to 
open-ended questions, they did not know how to use them appropriately to elicit a 
free narrative account from the child/RA. Given the high number of overall 
questions asked and the consequent lack of free narrative account provided by the 
child/RA, only 11 (36.6%) of the 30 teachers were able to elicit a disclosure. As a 
result, the questioning style often failed to identify maltreatment. The inability to 
elicit a disclosure from the child/RA was particularly unfortunate as having the 
child/RA disclose the maltreatment was integral to the participants making a report, 
albeit in most instances to their principal rather than to authorities. If maltreatment 
remains undetected or unreported to CPS, a child may be exposed to further 
maltreatment. Given that teachers are not trained in the discipline of interviewing 
children, these findings are not unexpected. Because teachers do ask questions to 
help them form a belief that a child may or may not be suffering maltreatment (e.g., 
Falkiner et al., 2017; Tite, 1993), it would be prudent to train teachers on how to best 
question a child. Whilst interviewing children is typically considered a specialised 
skill performed by police or child protection workers, Brubacher et al. (2015) 
demonstrated that after appropriate training teachers could increase the use of open- 
ended questions and reduce detrimental questions. 
Questions by teachers in this study were motivated by attempts at building rapport, 
getting to the heart of the incident, and concern for the child/RA. Stereotyping, assumptions and 
biases also appeared to be motivations for some of the questions asked. Best practice investigative 
interviewing protocols typically have a rapport building phase followed by the free narrative 
phase in order to obtain information about the who, where, what, and the frequency of an incident. 
In the current study, the teachers’ motivations for the questions they asked aligned with the 
rapport building (building trust theme) and the free narrative (getting to the heart of the matter 
theme) phases of a formal investigative interview. However, the participants’ ability to build 




throughout the mock interview. Furthermore, they reinforced the content provided by the 
child/RA rather than the child/RA’s effort. Inappropriate rapport building may lead to a child 
falsely incriminating themselves or others (Billings et al., 2007; Garven, Wood & Malpass, 2000). 
Additionally, some participants preferred to build rapport and glean information from the 
child/RA over multiple conversations. There is evidence that interviewing a child multiple times 
about potential maltreatment can result in increases in suggestibility and inaccurate responding 
(Katz & Hershkowitz, 2013; Powell, Jones & Campbell, 2003). 
Making a report of maltreatment can be a daunting prospect for a teacher 
(Mathews, Walsh, Rassafiani, Butler, & Farrell, 2009). It is typical for teachers to 
take steps that help them form a belief that a child is indeed being maltreated 
(Hawkins & McCallum, 2001). This was apparent with the current participants, 
whereby their questions were largely motivated by ascertaining what had happened 
and who was involved in the incident, as well as the frequency and seriousness (the 
heart of the matter theme). In this study, the teachers’ approach of using very few 
open-ended questions resulted in a lack of information from the child/RA and, in 
many cases, a disclosure of maltreatment was not elicited. In instances of non-
disclosure, the participants determined that monitoring the child/RA was the best 
way forward or, where neglect was concerned, some of the teachers opted to resolve 
the situation themselves (e.g., provide food or speak with the child/RA’s parents). 
Forming a belief is integral to a teacher making a formal report to authorities, 
therefore, training teachers to develop the appropriate skills in child interviewing 
techniques would facilitate discovery and reporting of child maltreatment and 
mitigate ongoing risk of harm to a potential child victim. 
Getting to the heart of the matter also motivated the participants to seek out 
the legitimacy of the child/RA’s disclosure of maltreatment. Given the potential 





family, this is not an unexpected finding. However, the ways in which some 
participants attempted to determine the veracity of the child/RA’s statement of 
maltreatment was both unexpected and concerning. Many of the teachers who 
participated in the vignette of an incident of sexual abuse, sought proof that the 
incident had occurred by simultaneously interviewing ‘both’ (there was only one 
child/RA participating) of the ‘children’ involved. Interviewing witnesses together 
is a dangerous departure from best practice interviewing because each child’s 
account is subject to influence from the other. Furthermore, when this dual 
interviewing practice took place, ‘both’ of the children i.e., the child/RA) were 
exposed to detrimental questions, thus contaminating two potential witnesses’ 
statements and risking future prosecution of the perpetrator. 
The participants found it difficult to remain emotionally neutral and their 
concern for the child/RA not only motivated questions to confirm or disconfirm the 
occurrence of maltreatment, it influenced how the teacher would move forward with 
the information obtained from the child/RA. Some cases in this study resulted in the 
corresponding teacher not progressing to a report to CPS without the child/RA’s 
consent. Mandatory reporting legislation does not require a teacher to seek the 
consent of the child to make a formal report. Indeed, once a teacher has formed a 
belief that a child is suffering maltreatment, it is a teacher’s legal responsibility to 
report such a belief to CPS. A teacher’s concern for a child should not be 
discounted; however, in the context of interviewing a potential victim of child 
maltreatment, remaining neutral is one of the criteria that assists in eliciting a 




In the current study many of the teachers’ questions were unwittingly 
motivated by preconceived notions about the hypothetical incidents of maltreatment. 
Preconceived notions such as stereotyping, bias and assumptions, commonly referred 
to as confirmation bias, enable people to focus on information that supports their 
existing beliefs or expectations (Nickerson, 1998). Findings revealed that when 
questioning the child/RA, the participants both included unmentioned information 
and also presumed information, thus missing crucial details that could have resulted 
in them making a formal report to CPS. Instead, maltreatment was not identified and 
the incident was considered by the participating teachers as innocuous enough that a 
report to authorities was unwarranted. Furthermore, questions that include or 
presume details not previously reported by the child increase the risk of 
contaminating evidence (Ceci & Bruck, 1995). Given the confirmation bias and the 
associated detrimental questions participants posed, the evidentiary value of the 
child/RA’s statement would be unlikely to pass legal scrutiny, thus jeopardising  
justice. Training teachers in an appropriate interviewing protocol may overcome 
confirmation bias and the related detrimental questions. 
Some limitations of this study should be noted. The mock and follow up  
interviews were conducted immediately after participants had been asked a series of 
questions about mandatory reporting of maltreatment. It is therefore unlikely that 
they were completely blind to the purpose of the interviews as they had been primed 
to the topic of maltreatment. As with most studies that use small sample sizes, the 
findings may not generalise to the wider Australian and international teaching 
communities. In contrast, a potential strength of these findings may be that they 
translate to teachers of older or younger children and other types of professionals 





that it appears to be the first to identify the reasons why teachers ask a child the 
questions they do when maltreatment is suspected. 
Conclusions 
 
In the Australian state of Victoria, mandatory reporting legislation requires 
teachers to report incidents of child maltreatment if a teacher has formed a belief that 
a child is experiencing maltreatment (Children Youth and Families Act 2005 (Vic); 
Crimes Act 1958 (Vic); Victorian Institute of Teaching Act 2001; Education and 
Training Reform Act 2006). Additionally, mandatory reporting policies for teachers 
dictate that they should not investigate their suspicions (see Victorian Department of 
Education and Training policy for Child Protection – Reporting Obligations). 
However, it could be argued that the demands of mandatory reporting legislation and 
policies for teachers are unrealistic. It is unlikely that a teacher could advance from a 
suspicion that a child is a victim of maltreatment to a belief without questioning the 
child. Problems arise when potential victims of maltreatment are questioned by  
and heavily relies on detrimental types of questions. The participants were untrained 
in child interviewing, consequently, it is understandable that their approach to 
questioning was flawed and likely to be deleterious to the justice process. 
The necessity for teachers to be trained in best practice child interviewing 
skills has been demonstrated by the results. Teachers are likely to question a child 
who they suspect may be the victim of maltreatment to establish what may have 
happened, who was potentially involved and the severity of the possible 
maltreatment. Furthermore, a teacher’s approach to questioning may be based on 
preconceived notions such as stereotyping, bias and assumptions. Without 
appropriate child interviewing training, the flawed questioning skills of a teacher are 
likely to contaminate the evidentiary value of a child’s statement, thus jeopardising 
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Age: 6 years old 
People in this story: Matt (friend; 6 years old) 
Mr Brown (teacher) 
Mr Adams (school gardener) 





It happened today when I went to the toilet with Matt. We were doing diary writing. 
I love diary writing. I writed about my soccer match at training. I kicked 3 goals and 
George hurted his ankle and had to sit down and not run at all coz the coach says that 
he will get worse. I writed all the way to the bottom of the page. Matt was writing 
about gymnastics. Matt does gymnastics. He is good at handstands and he says I’m 
not. But I’m good at soccer and I tell him he does not kick goals like me. Matt writed 
only 4 lines. He was talking a lot. I say to Matt, don’t talk coz Mr Brown will put 
your name on the board. Matt’s name was on the board. He was talking too much 
and not writing. 
When I finished my diary I went to the book corner to read a book. Matt says to me 
come to the toilet coz I wanna go. I say yeah okay coz we have to go in pairs, it’s a 
rule. He beat me to the toilet. He runs fast. He always beats me to the toilet. On the 
way we ran past Jim, he’s at school sometimes to help Mr Adams cut the grass. He 
was on the big mower that you can sit on and drive around, it’s so cool. We asked 
him if we can have a ride and he said it’s not for kids but maybe later. 
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We ran to the toilets. Matt took a long time to finish and I was standing there waiting 
for him to come out and Jim came into our toilets. He shouldn’t be there coz it’s only 
for us kids and the teachers got their own to go to. Then Matt came out and he hasn’t 
done his pants up properly and you can see his Spiderman undies. Jim says to him 
that he likes his Spidey jocks and I laughed. Jim arxed if we wanted to see his undies 
too and he’s got a tickling game. If we played it we could go on the mower. We said 
yeah coz we really wanted to go for a ride. Jim pulled out his willy and told us to 
tickle it. Matt tickled it but I didn’t want to coz I knew it’s rude but Matt says I have 
to play the game or we won’t get a ride. So I just tickled it a bit like he showed Matt 
to do. Then Jim said we better go back to class coz we were gone for a long time. He 
said we can go on the mower next time we play the special tickling game. He told us 
not to tell anyone about the game or we wouldn’t be allowed to go for a ride. We 




 “that’s it” 
 
 Change the topic without warning “my dad is a pilot on a plane” 
 
 Bring in general tense (stereotypes) about one third of the way through 
 
 Forced choice – choose the last option, or wrong answer format (say “yes’) 
 
 No concept of time/place – ‘what time was it?’ say ‘15’ or ‘home day’ 
 
 Be distracted, fidget, no eye-contact (after 10 minutes) 
 
 Always answer yes to Y/N questions. 
 




Age: 6 years old 
People in this story: Mother Tammy (sister; 2 years old) 
Mrs Doyle (teacher) 
Mr Thomas (principle) 
Alex (class mate; 6 years old) 
Story 
 
It happened on a Monday (school day) at lunchtime – after assembly. I’m sad coz I 
(Emma) have to do everything. I woke up late coz my mum didn’t wake me. Tammy 
was crying and crying so I had to make her some breakfast. There was hardly enough 
powder stuff left for her bottle but I couldn’t go to the shops to get some more or I 
would be late for school again. Then I had to get dressed but I couldn’t find any 
clean socks. I tried to wake up mum to take me to school but she was really asleep 
and snoring so loud coz she had lots of her special drink last night. I had to hurry but 
I didn’t want to leave Tammy in her cot but I couldn’t stay home again or I would 
get in trouble again from Mrs Doyle. I got to school just a bit late but Mrs Doyle 
didn’t tell me off but she said where are my socks? She told me I got to wear socks. 
We did spelling but I’m no good at spelling and my tummy was hurting. Then Mrs 
Doyle checked our homework but mine wasn’t finished and I told her my mum 
didn’t have time to help me. I thought she would be angry but she wasn’t. 
After art class we had assembly. The grade sixes did a song and we all watched. 
They sang really loud and they did actions with their hands. They sang ‘Waltzing 
Matilda’. Mr Thomas said we have to wear our hats when we go outside at lunch 
time so we don’t get sunburned. I don’t have a hat and Mr Thomas might see and get 
mad at me so I won’t be able to go in the sun. Being in the sun is more fun especially 
at the beach when I can go in the water if I’m hot. I use to go when dad was around 
92 
 
but now mum is always watching telly and having her special drink and we don’t go 
anywhere. 
Then the bell went for lunch time and I didn’t have any lunch and I was so hungry 
and my tummy was hurting more and I asked Alex if I could have a bite of his 
sandwich. Once before he let me have his apple. He yelled out ‘get your own loser’ 
and then he said ‘you stink bad’. But I can’t get my own coz there was none, just a 
banana but it was black and yucky. I told mummy yesterday we had to go to the 
shops to get bread and stuff but she didn’t want to. Then I sat on the grass by myself 
coz the other girls make fun of me, but not in the sun so Mr Thomas wouldn’t tell me 
off for not having a hat. I felt sick. Then I started to cry coz I’m hungry and don’t 
have any friends and it was better when dad was around and now it’s not coz I have 
to do everything by myself. 
Spanners 
 
 ‘that’s it’ 
 
 speaking in present tense 
 
 Change the topic without warning ‘I like soccer’ 
 
 Forced choice – choose the last option, or wrong answer format (say ‘yes’) 
 
 No concept of time/place – ‘what time was it?’ say ‘15’ or ‘home day’ 
 
 Be distracted, fidget, no eye-contact (after 10 minutes) 
 
 Always answer yes to Y/N questions. 
 




Age: 6 years old 
People (in this story): Oliver (friend; 6 years old) 




Jack (Sam’s dog) 
Story 
 
It happened yesterday. I’m in Mr Peterson’s Grade 1 sports class. We played soccer 
and Oliver got a goal. Oliver is my best friend and we play soccer a lot. It’s our 
favourite. I tried to stop the ball but Oliver kicked it too hard. His team won. When it 
finished Mr Peterson said we all played good. Everyone ran and jumped on each 
other for fun but not me. 
When we finished soccer it was home time and Oliver’s mum came in their new car 
to take me and Oliver home. On the way she gave us lollies but we had to be careful 
not to be messy on the new seats. I arxed her if me and Oliver could play at his 
house. He’s got lots of toys and a tree house. I didn’t want to go home coz it’s not 
fun anymore now daddy is there all the time. He’s always sad. She said no coz 
Oliver had to do his homework and she said dad wanted me to go straight home. 
When I got home I played with my dog Jack. We played chase and I was running in 
the house and I was making Jack chase me. He loves that game and he was doing his 
happy barking. Then daddy told me to be quiet coz he doesn’t like me playing loud. 
But me and Jack was having lots of fun so we didn’t stop. Dad got mad and yelled 
and said bad words. He told me to go to my room and he got Jack and put him in the 
back yard. I was scared so I hided under my bed. When he came back to my room 
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that made him madder and he dragged me out from under and he was shaking me 
and he hit me. Then I ran from him and I fell on the stairs. He said not to tell, he 
always says that. When mum came home from work she could tell I’d cried lots and 
I just told her I fell. She hugged me and said not to cry. That’s all. 
Spanners 
 
 ‘that’s it’ 
 
 speaking in present tense 
 
 Change the topic without warning ‘Once I had a pet frog’ 
 
 Forced choice – choose the last option, or wrong answer format (say ‘yes’) 
 
 No concept of time/place – ‘what time was it?’ say ‘15’ or ‘home day’ 
 
 Be distracted, fidget, no eye-contact (after 10 minutes) 
 
 Always answer yes to Y/N questions. 
 








You overhear David, a seven-year-old boy, telling another boy that something rude 
happened in the boys’ toilet. 
 
Emma 
Emma is six-years old and frequently comes to school dirty and without proper 
clothing (no appropriate clothes for sports activities). Emma is often absent or tardy. 
At school, she has few friends and keeps to herself. Her parents are divorced and she 
lives with her mother. Emma’s mother has missed the last 2 parent teacher meetings. 
While you were on yard duty you saw Emma sitting alone on the grass crying. 
 
Sam 
Sam, a six-year-old boy, came to school today with severe bruises on his legs and 
arms. This is not the first time he has come to school with extensive bruises. Sam’s 
father was laid off from his job several months ago; consequently, Sam’s mother has 
had to go back to work. During art class today, Sam got upset and said his arm was 
too sore to do his painting properly. 
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CHAPTER 6: GENERAL DISCUSSION 
 
The overarching theme of this thesis was the questioning practices of 
teachers when they attempt to confirm or disconfirm child maltreatment. More 
specifically, the objectives of this thesis were to determine potential barriers that 
may prevent teachers from making a report to CPS and whether teachers consider it 
necessary to question a child about the potential maltreatment before they decide a 
report is required. Further aims were to determine the types of questions teachers use 
and the information they seek when questioning a child who may be the victim of 
maltreatment. 
There are several reasons why research of this type is important. First, there 
has been no research in Australia that has explored potential barriers to teachers 
reporting to CPS. Secondly, whilst there is limited research that explores the types of 
questions teachers use when questioning a child, this dissertation is the first to do so 
in the context of child maltreatment. Moreover, this research appears to be the first to 
explore why teachers ask the questions they do when confirming or disconfirming 
child maltreatment. Gaining a better understanding of the barriers to teachers 
reporting child maltreatment and of their questioning practices offers the opportunity 
for policy and practice to be improved, and to inform research so that cases of 
maltreatment do not go unreported, nor the evidentiary value of a child’s statement 
be jeopardised. This research is also timely given the recent findings of the Royal 
Commission and resulting recommendations such as creating Child Safe 
organisations. 
6.1 Summary of Key Research Aims and Findings 
 
There were several aims of the literature review. First, to identify potential 
reasons why teachers may be reluctant to report instances of child maltreatment. 
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Secondly, to establish if teachers are likely to question a potential victim in 
the course of deciding to initiate (or not) a report to authorities. Third, to determine 
how teachers should question a potential victim of maltreatment. In reviewing the 
literature, several barriers to teachers reporting were identified. These included 
complexities of mandatory reporting legislation and policies, ill-defined reporting 
concepts, teachers’ reporting fears and attitudes, case, victim and reporter 
characteristics, and inadequate training of teachers. While the literature revealed 
some instances of teachers questioning children to ascertain whether a report to CPS 
was warranted, this literature was scant and dated. Moreover, there was an absence 
of literature about how teachers approach the task of questioning a child when 
maltreatment is suspected. These findings formed the basis for the first empirical 
study - Teachers’ understanding and practice of mandatory reporting of child 
maltreatment. 
The first empirical study explored the barriers to teachers reporting child 
maltreatment to CPS. A further aim was to determine whether teachers question 
a child when they suspect maltreatment before deciding a report to CPS is 
warranted. Inadequate and inconsistent mandatory reporting training, the need 
for certainty, and the ambiguous concept of neglect were barriers to teachers 
identifying and reporting child maltreatment. Analyses further revealed that 
teachers will question a child they suspect is being maltreated to gather evidence 
to confirm or disconfirm their suspicions. The finding that teachers do ask 
questions to determine if a report to CPS is warranted formed the basis for the 
second empirical study - Jeopardising Justice: The Questioning Practices of 
Teachers Who Seek to Confirm or Disconfirm Child Maltreatment. 
The second empirical study determined the types and frequencies of 
questions teachers ask when seeking information about potential maltreatment.  
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A further aim was to identify the information teachers seek in order to form 
a reasonable belief that maltreatment is or is not occurring. The types and 
frequencies of questions asked were detrimental and likely to taint any evidence 
provided by the victim. Furthermore, the questions teachers asked were motivated 
by attempts at building rapport, getting to the heart of the incident, and concern for 
the child. 
Stereotyping, assumptions and biases also motivated some of the questions asked. 
Importantly, the majority of the teachers were unable to determine whether the child 
was the victim of maltreatment. 
6.2 Implications 
 
6.2.1 Legislation and Policy 
 
The current research has demonstrated that there is an important difference 
between what mandatory reporting legislation and policy requires of a teacher to 
make a report and what teachers require of themselves to make a report. In current 
legislation, the state of mind of a mandated reporter to enact a report varies by 
Australian state or territory and includes ‘suspects on reasonable grounds’, ‘a belief 
on reasonable grounds’, ‘becomes aware, or reasonably suspects’, ‘believes, or 
suspects, on reasonable grounds, or knows’ (see Table 2). The teachers in the current 
research required surety as to whether a child was being maltreated before they 
reported to CPS. Before many of the teachers moved from a suspicion to a belief that 
maltreatment was occurring, they would attempt to gather more evidence to help 
them reach the requisite state of mind. Moreover, they would do so even if policy 
stipulated that they should not investigate their suspicions. Given the potential dire 
outcomes of making a report to CPS – the child may be removed from their home, 
parents may be vigorously investigated – a teacher’s need to be certain before 
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initiating a report is understandable. Seeking certainty by asking questions in an 
effort to make informed decisions is a common and automatic behaviour; however, 
as the current research demonstrates, it may be problematic in certain circumstances. 
Rather than policy requiring teachers to refrain from asking questions, embracing 
this common practice would help provide teachers with the certainty they seek, but 
only if teachers are appropriately trained to ensure that the evidentiary value of a 
child’s responses is not compromised. Importantly, the training of teachers in best 
practice interviewing of children should ensure that they are reminded that not all 
potential instances of child maltreatment encountered – obvious sexual or physical 
abuse, mild or moderate neglect and disclosures - will require them to question the 
potential child victim. Although questioning children to elicit witness statements is 
typically the purview of speciality investigative interviewers – police and child 
protection workers – Brubacher, et al. (2015) demonstrated that teachers can be 
effectively trained in best practice interview techniques. 
Relatedly, fear of making a report intersects with a teacher’s need for 
certainty. Whilst any report made to CPS is taken on good faith (that no malice is 
intended), the fear of the potential repercussions of making a report based on less 
than absolute certainty concerned many of the teachers in the current thesis and is 
supported by previous research (Abrahams et al., 1992; Alvarez, et al., 2004; Kenny, 
2002; Mathews et al., 2010; Schols et al., 2013; Zellman, 1990). These fears relate to 
possible retaliation against the child by the family; fear of damaging the teacher- 
child or parent-child relationship; fear of being sued by families; and fear of the 
emotional costs and disruption to the child and their family - particularly if the 
teacher has misinterpreted the signs of maltreatment and the report is not 
substantiated. Of future research interest is the potential impact on teachers’ fear the 
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recent changes to legislation in Victoria may have, particularly whereby any adult 
may be imprisoned for not reporting to CPS when they believe a child is being 
sexually maltreated. 
All Australian teachers are mandated to report instances of child 
maltreatment, yet the current research determined that not all teachers receive 
training regarding their mandatory reporting duties. Furthermore, many of the 
teachers in the current research who had participated in mandatory reporting training 
found it inadequate and consequently were not confident in detecting the signs of 
maltreatment. Of concern, many of the teachers were unaware of their reporting 
responsibilities, particularly of reporting to CPS, as many believed that a report 
should be made to their principal. Most were unaware that they could be imprisoned 
or fined if they did not report to CPS when this was deemed necessary. It seems 
imperative that legislation mandate the training of all teachers – preservice and in- 
service, government, private or independent schools – in their reporting duties. 
Certainly, compulsory training would not only ensure that teachers are informed 
about their duties, it would also reduce teachers’ risk of exposure to civil or criminal 
charges should they fail to report or fail to report to the appropriate authorities. 
Additionally, mandating that all teachers receive this type of training would address 
the recommendation from the Royal Commission to make all organisations that 
interact with children ‘Child Safe’, specifically standard 5(c) all staff and volunteers 
receive an appropriate induction and are aware of their child safety responsibilities, 
including reporting obligations; standard 7 Staff are equipped with the knowledge, 
skills and awareness to keep children safe through continual education and training; 
7(a) relevant staff and volunteers receive training on the nature and indicators of 
child maltreatment, particularly institutional child sexual abuse; and 7(c) relevant 
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staff and volunteers are supported to develop practical skills in protecting children 
and responding to disclosures (emphasis added by author). 
 The current research found that the concept of neglect was ambiguous for many of 
the teachers. Present Victorian mandatory reporting legislation (along with Queensland 
and the ACT) does not mandate that neglect be reported. However, teachers have the 
power to report neglect cases under s 162 of the Children, Youth and Families Act, 2005. 
Furthermore, policy-based duties may require teachers to report child neglect (e.g., Duty 
of Care policy). It is therefore important for teachers to have a clear understanding of the 
concept of neglect to address their reporting obligations. It would serve teachers well if 
the Act and associated policies provided more information about neglect so that teachers 
can confidently identify and, accordingly, report this form of maltreatment to the 
appropriate service agency, especially given that mild and moderate neglect does not 
have to be reported or reported to CPS.  
6.2.2 Practice and Research 
 
The current research provided an insight into how Victorian teachers contend 
with their duty as mandatory reporters of child maltreatment, identifying a number of 
interrelated issues associated with poor or inadequate mandatory reporting training. 
First, the teachers lacked confidence in identifying the signs of the various forms of 
maltreatment unless they were obvious (e.g., bruising). Secondly, lack of confidence 
may result in teachers asking questions to help them form a belief that a report to 
CPS is warranted. Third, these questioning practices are likely to interfere with the 
evidentiary value of the child’s responses or statement. As discussed in the first 
empirical study, there is considerable research (e.g., Levi, Crowell, Walsh, & 
Dellasega, 2015; Tite, 1993; Walsh, Bridgstock, Farrell, & Schweitzer, 2005) 
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identifying the inadequacy of mandatory reporting training in preparing teachers for 
their child protection duties. Relatedly, not all of the teachers in the current research 
had received specific mandatory reporting training. Nor did it appear that there was a 
compulsory, single, evidence-based training program available for in-service and 
pre-service teachers to undertake. 
 
Other potential issues were revealed in relation to the questioning practices of 
teachers seeking information from a suspected child victim or witness of 
maltreatment. Not only did the teachers ask many detrimental questions, they asked 
very few open-ended questions and some teachers posed questions that demonstrated 
confirmation bias. This “unwitting selectivity in the acquisition and use of 
evidence… and molding of facts to fit hypotheses or beliefs” (Nickerson, 1998, p. 
175) resulted in, worryingly, failure to detect the circumstances of the maltreatment 
or even that the child was being maltreated. Exposing the child to further 
maltreatment is but one consequence of failing to identify that a child is being 
victimised. Overall, the teachers’ approach to questioning the child during the mock 
interview likely contaminated the child’s statement. Lack of training in best-practice 
interviewing techniques makes it understandable that those who participated in the 
current research did not fare well at eliciting a disclosure or important information 
about the instance of maltreatment. 
Taking the outlined issues and concerns into consideration, it is 
recommended that the development and implementation of an evidence based 
training program be prioritised. This training program should assist teachers: to 
understand the legislation and policy that underpins their child protection and 
reporting duties, discern the concept of state of mind and address teachers’ 
misconceptions regarding their need to be certain before making a report, to 
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recognise the signs of the various types of maltreatment, regarding the process of 
making a report, and to understand the legal consequencesof failing to report. 
Additionally, training should aim to overcome ambiguous concepts such as neglect 
and the inaccuracy that it must be reported and reported only to CPS. Importantly, 
such a program should also train teachers on how to appropriately question a child to 
elicit information as to whether a report to CPS is warranted. Just as there is no 
national standard for mandatory reporting, there is also no national, or even state, 
standard for training teachers in their mandatory reporting duties. Despite a lack of 
congruency across legislation, there remains an opportunity to standardise 
mandatory reporting training either nationally or at the state and territory level. 
There is little empirical evidence to guide design and implementation of an 
effective child protection training program, however, Kenny (2015) stated that: 
Based on over 15 years of working with victims of maltreatment, scholarship 
and experience designing, and delivering reporter training, this author 
recommends a training model that would include training at multiple points 
in one’s career including pre-service (university based), in-service (on the 
job), and continuing education for professionals. (pp. 335) 
Professionals have consistently recommended that training programs include 
reporting laws, signs of maltreatment and, importantly, case presentations and direct 
experiences of professionals in the field of child maltreatment (Chen, Fetzer, Lin, 
Huang & Feng, 2013; Goldman & Grimbeek, 2014; Kenny, 2015). Bryant (2009) 
suggested using CPS staff to train school counsellors or faculty. Kenny (2015) 
further recommended that mandatory reporting training be provided as soon as an 
individual is hired and that “it is critical for administrators to provide continuous  
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training on these issues” (p. 337). Continuous training is especially valid given the 
changing landscape of child protection legislation and policies in Australia. 
One of the few recent Australian studies to investigate mandatory reporting 
training determined that student teachers preferred a face-to-face, 13-week, 10- 
credit-point course delivered as part of their teaching degree (Goldman & Grimbeek, 
2014). Additionally, a multidisciplinary approach has been adopted by the 
International Society for the Prevention of Child Abuse and Neglect and the 
Darkness to Light organisation whereby group training is offered by survivors of 
child sexual abuse and experts who work with children and families and confront 
child sexual abuse daily. The training program has been evaluated as moderately 
effective (California Evidence-Based Clearinghouse for Child Welfare, 2015). 
Another study on the delivery preferences of mandatory reporting training 
determined that student-teachers preferred a training program of two days duration, 
face-to-face and delivered just prior to their initial practice teaching in schools 
(Goldman and Grimbeek, 2015). As noted in the current research, aspects of 
mandatory reporting laws are unclear, as such, face-to-face training would allow for 
discussion and encourage reflection (Alvarez et al., 2010). 
Nonetheless, there is little empirical evidence to guide design and 
implementation of an effective child protection training program. The content of a 
mandatory reporting training program, the method and frequency of its delivery all 
require further research. This would ensure that an evidence-based training program, 
one that includes a component of best practice child interviewing techniques, can be 
offered with confidence to all teachers. The evaluation of the efficacy over time of 
such a program is also crucial. At the time of data collection for this dissertation, the 
Department of Education and Training (DET) provided an online mandatory  
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reporting training module that incorporated some of the content the current author 
recommends be included in an effective training program. Yet a number of the 
teachers in the current studies who had undertaken the DET mandatory reporting 
training lacked the skill and confidence to identify the various forms of 
maltreatment, unless there were obvious signs. Furthermore, they were unaware of 
many facets of their reporting responsibilities. As such, it seems reasonable to 
conclude the DET mandatory training program is ineffective in providing teachers 
with the skills and knowledge required to perform their child protection duties. This 
ineffectuality may in part be related to the mode of delivery, that is, online rather 
than a face-to-face model of training. Additionally, the DET mandatory reporting 
training was non-compulsory which may also account for the lack of skill and 
knowledge revealed by the teachers. 
Teachers in the current research were largely unaware that a report of child 
maltreatment must be made to CPS, rather, they believed that by reporting their 
beliefs or suspicions to their principal they complied with their reporting duties. 
There remains an opportunity to explore this behaviour further with school 
principals. Additionally, replicating the current research objectives with school 
principals would provide information valuable to bridging the gap in mandatory 
reporting and child protection literature. 
6.3 Strengths, Limitations and Future Directions 
 
Taken as a whole, this body of research appears to be the first to investigate 
certain mandatory reporting practices by Victorian teachers. More specifically, the 
current research appears to be the first to identify the barriers that impede Victorian 
teachers from reporting child maltreatment and the first to identify that Victorian 
teachers are likely to seek out further evidence to confirm or disconfirm their  
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suspicion that a child is being maltreated. This research also appears to be the first to 
identify the reasons why teachers ask a child the questions they do when 
maltreatment is suspected. Providing an understanding of these aspects of mandatory 
reporting behaviours by teachers may help identify potential issues legislators and 
educators face in their efforts to help eradicate child maltreatment. 
The current research is not without limitations. Soon after the central topic 
for this dissertation was conceptualised, child protection both in Victoria and 
Australia became the subject of scrutiny by the 2013 Betrayal of Trust Inquiry and 
the 2013 Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, 
whose final report was handed down in December 2017. Both of these inquiries have 
had a substantial impact on child protection. Legislation and policy that directly 
affects mandated reporters has been amended, and the latter inquiry has been the 
focus of intense media coverage. Teachers may now be more aware of their reporting 
responsibilities and schools may have adopted more and better training in mandatory 
reporting skills and procedures. The DET Victoria website, as of 2018, has been 
updated to include information on Child Safe standards that schools are expected to 
adopt along with information about ‘Four Critical Actions’ that “must be taken when 
responding to an incident, disclosure or suspicion of child abuse” (State Government 
of Victoria, 2018). DET also provide an updated online mandatory reporting training 
module ‘Protecting Children – Mandatory Reporting and Other Obligations’ and 
teachers “must undertake the training once per calendar year” (State Government of 
Victoria, 2018). While findings cannot be generalised to a wider population of 
Victorian teachers or the broader Australian and international teaching communities, 
findings from the studies conducted within the scope of this thesis have provided a 
deeper understanding of the complexities surrounding mandatory reporting for 
teachers. These findings may have translational value to teachers of older or
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younger children and other types of professionals who are mandated to report 
child maltreatment, largely because these populations are likely to experience 
similar issues as a result of a lack of evidenced based mandatory reporting 
training. 
As previously discussed, the child protection arena would likely benefit from 
further research with school principals that replicates the current studies, particularly 
given a principal’s position of authority and because many of the participants 
believed that their reporting obligations were limited to reporting to their principal 
rather than CPS. Future research should also be the foundation for the development 
of an evidence based mandatory reporting training program along with pre and post 
training efficacy research. Augmenting child protection research will provide useful 
information, at a broader level, for legislators and policymakers as well as, at the 
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